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Abstract 

 

Justice Undone  

 

Raymond Thompson, Jr., M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor: Donna DeCesare  

 

The War on Drugs has lead to the incarceration of millions of people. Between 

1965 and 2000 the prison population in the United States swelled by 600 percent. There 

are currently more than 2 million people incarcerated in the United States. As astonishing 

as these current prison population figures are, they are also deceptive in that they mask 

the systematic targeting of poor black communities.  Critics claim that the boom in U.S. 

prison population has gone unnoticed because the war on drugs has been fought primarily 

in African Americans communities. From this view, mass incarceration in America is just 

another system of racial oppression, which has roots in slavery and Jim Crow legislation. 

Since the start of the war on drugs more than 31 million people have been arrested for 

drug-related crimes. With this report, I have documented the cycle of incarceration that 

U.S. Drug War policies have created in the communities that inmates leave behind. 
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Beverly Brown’s front door opens into a tiny orange colored living room packed 

with decades of family achievement, heartfelt dramas and memories. The room is lined 

by two puffy oversized gray couches and three skinny wood-framed chairs. Each seat 

affords its sitter a view of walls blanketed in photographic memorabilia, faded greeting 

cards and high school diplomas. 

Beverly, 64, a mother of four, sits to the right of the door facing the television set. 

The evening news blasts the latest local reports.  

The sound of fingers fumbling with the hook-and-eye screen-door diverts 

Beverly’s attention and she raises her head to see who it is. She isn’t startled. She 

recognizes her visitor, as one of the continuing cast of family and friends who drop in and 

out. Usually they profess to need only a few minutes of her time, but as often as not the 

visits stretch into hours of gossip and other talk. This constant foot traffic is the norm at 

the small brick ranch-style house located in the historically African American part of East 

Austin. The house is also the family’s homestead and main material asset. Even more 

importantly, it is the core of family life. 

Jim Houston, 58, Beverly’s brother, pokes his wrinkled face through the doorway 

and says, “hello.” He sets down a white plastic bag full with groceries and reaches up to 

pull a sock cap off his head, revealing his straightened shiny black hair.  The air is chilly 

on this late December day. Jim takes off his red coat and hangs it above his bags of food. 

He is just stopping by on his way home.  

“Are you hungry?” Beverly asks. “There’s food in the refrigerator.” Jim tells her 

that he’s famished and walks into the kitchen to prepare himself a plate of food. 

Beverly’s gaze follows him as he steps into the kitchen.  
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Her house on 12th Street and Airport Boulevard has served as her perch for nearly 

half a century and she has grown accustomed to family members’ unexpected visits. She 

proudly remembers the East Austin of her youth as a vibrant and prosperous black 

community. As she grew older, her pride turned to sadness as she watched drugs and 

poverty devastate the neighborhood.  

Beverly’s heartbreaking memories began when she was still very young, as she 

watched her brothers locked up, one by one. She remembers her father picking up the 

phone and then quickly telling the family to get dressed. 

“Jim is about to catch the chain to Texas Department of Corrections (TDC),” he 

says. Beverly’s father rounded up his wife and children and hurried them to the county 

jail.  “He just wanted to get one last look at him. When they brought him out of there he 

was shackled, around his feet, his waist and his hands,” she says, quietly recalling the 

thick chains that wrapped her brother’s body.   

Feeling ashamed the boy glared at his father: “Mama, daddy, why y’all bring 

them down here,” Jim cried, glancing at his siblings.  After witnessing her brother 

reduced to cargo, as he was loaded up into a bus and driven away, Beverly wept for days. 

“It was a horrible experience,” she says. 

Unfortunately for Beverly, this trend of watching her family members’ cycle in 

and out of prison was only just beginning. 

The incarceration rates for Beverly’s 78702 zip code is five times the average rate 

in Austin. The city of Austin will spend nearly an estimated $12 million to incarcerate 

people from her zip code and the neighboring zip code 78721, which has a similar prison 
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admission rate. More than 17 percent of the people incarcerated in Austin come from 

these two zip codes, containing only 3.5 percent of the city’s total adult population.1 

In her lifetime, all of her brothers have been incarcerated at some point and three 

of her five children have also spent time in jail.  Beverly is not sure how it happened. But, 

somewhere between her generation and her parents’, legal, social and economic 

conditions combined to trap poor African American families in generational cycles of 

incarceration. At the same time that her family was becoming ensnared by drugs, the 

federal and state governments began cracking down on drugs all over America. Drug 

policy was not being applied equally across racial lines. It is true that from 1980 to 2003, 

drug arrest rates went up for both blacks and whites nationally. But, African American 

arrests increased by 225 percent versus 70 percent for whites during this period, 

according to Ryan S. King, author of the Sentencing Project Report Disparity by 

Geography: The War on Drugs in America’s Cities.2 

Austin, Texas was not immune from this trend. The disparity between black and 

white drug arrests was even greater, at an increase of 394 percent in the number of black 

arrests while the white arrest rate grew by only 16 percent.3  What is more troubling 

about these arrest rates is that actual drug use among African Americans did not rise. 

According to the Substance and Mental Health Services Administration of the 

Department of Health and Human Services, black drug use remains proportional to their 

12 percent share of the general population. The National Household Survey on Drug 

Abuse reports that only 12 percent of African Americans are regular users.  According to 

Robert Perkinson, author of Texas Tough: The Rise of America’s Prison Empire, from 
                                                
1 Justice Atlas of Sentencing and Corrections. Justice Mapping Center, 2010. Web. 30 
Apr. 2012, 2. 
2 Ryan S. King, “Disparity By Geography: The War on Drugs in America’s Cities.” The 
Sentencing Project. May 2008. 
3 Ibid, 2. 
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1965 to 2000, this disparity in drug arrests helped fuel a 1,200 percent increase of the 

inmate population in Texas.4  

Instead of seeing her relatives on holidays and at other family gatherings, she 

must make long trips for supervised reunions in prison visiting rooms. The daily face-to-

face conversations they once enjoyed are now reduced to prison correspondence: 

expensive collect phone calls or the letters routinely opened and read by the prison 

authorities before being delivered to their owner. Each time one of her brothers or 

children was incarcerated, Beverly’s role as mother and a grandmother stretched and 

became more stressed as she faced additional emotional and financial burdens as 

guardian for their children too.  

Beverly’s family is just another statistic in America’s War on Drugs, the 

enforcement effort that has had an unimaginable effect on poor minority populations in 

the United States. In Beverly’s own community statistics are similar to those throughout 

the country. Unequal enforcement of drug laws filled prisons with African Americans-- 

men and women. The loss of those individuals radiated back into the their 

neighborhoods, which eventually destabilized entire communities. Upon their release, 

these individuals reenter the community as second-class citizens. The aftermath of drug 

policies continue to deny the American Dream to countless poor African American 

families, who are left to pass on a legacy of incarceration.  

When Beverly’s mother died in 2002, she became the primary family nurturer. 

Despite a limited income, she would send money to her imprisoned family members so 

they could buy little things like Snickers bars or a Coke. Beverly has never been to 

                                                
4 Robert Perkinson. Texas Tough: The Rise of America’s Prison Empire. (New York, 
Metropolitan Books, 2010), 6. 
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prison, but she spent some of her later adult years addicted to drugs, has been clean for 15 

years now.  

Because so many of Beverly’s family members are stuck in the cycle of 

incarceration, her role as mother has been extended beyond the normal years of 

parenting.  Over two decades, she has served as the primary care provider for nine of her 

22 grandchildren and great-grandchildren during their lives. And while most of her adult 

children have long ago moved out, her daughter Bebe, 49, still lives with her.   

As Beverly’s situation so clearly shows the effects of incarceration reach beyond 

the lives of those living locked behind bars. It reaches into the living rooms of poor 

African-American families across the United States.  Beverly and her family are not 

living an isolated or anomalous experience.  For too many African American families, 

prison has become a normal rite of passage--especially for young men. According to 

Bureau of Justice Statistics, one in 3 black men will go to prison during their lifetime. 

(Alexander, 265-20) The question is not only why this is so, but also what impact this has 

on communities of color.    

Mass incarceration acts as what Donald Braman, the author of the book Doing 

Time on The Outside: Incarceration and Family Life in Urban America, calls a hidden 

tax, which affects poor families with direct connections with inmates.5  Women like 

Beverly, who are struggling to keep their families and communities intact, have grown in 

number because of an explosion in the inmate population over the past three decades. 

Underlying the growth of incarcerated men and women in the United States are federal 

government policies created to protect its citizens from the harmful effects of drugs. 

                                                
5 Donald Branman. Doing Time on The Outside Incarceration and Family Life in Urban 
America. (USA, The University of Michigan Press, 2007), 165. 
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However, these laws, which have become stricter with each successive generation, have 

had a corrosive effect on the very communities that the laws were intended to protect.   

*** 

The War on Drugs has lead to the incarceration of millions of people. Between 

1965 and 2000 the prison population in the United States swelled by 600 percent.6  There 

are currently more than 2 million people incarcerated in the United States. As astonishing 

as these current prison population figures are, they are also deceptive in that they mask 

the systematic targeting of poor black communities.  Since the start of the war on drugs 

more than 31 million people have been arrested for drug-related crimes.7 The frontline of 

the War on Drugs is being fought in poor black neighborhoods across the United States. 

In the period leading up to the civil rights movement African Americans were 

incarcerated at a rate 4 times the rate of whites. Referring to the current figures which 

show that black incarceration rates are now 7 times that of whites, Perkinson writes: 

“Today, a generation after the triumphs of the civil rights movement, African Americans 

are incarcerated at . . . nearly double the disparity measured before desegregation.8   

The history of incarceration in the United States is full of fundamental shifts in 

thinking about the nature of crime and the purposes of punishment and notions of 

rehabilitation. The U.S. penal system’s origins were infused in part with a mission and 

religious ideas about reforming the souls of offenders. Rebecca McClennan argues in her 

book The Crisis of Imprisonment, that in the 19th century, penal reformers abandoned that 

reform goal.  Instead they moved to what she calls the “auburn system,” a philosophy 

based instead upon a goal of control that called for labor and isolation as mechanisms to 

impose order and restraint upon offenders.   Following the control phase, she argues that 

                                                
6 Ibid 
7 King, DIsparty, 2. 
8 Perkinson, Texas Tough, 3. 
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prison reformers shifted to a “managerialist” philosophy in the early 20th century.9 This 

model was based on the importance of the exchange relationship between prisoners and 

their keepers to ensure prison harmony and security. If the prisoners were happy, it was 

reasoned, they would do their time peacefully. The next major paradigm shift, according 

to Marie Gottschalk, the author of The Prison and the Gallows, was to a system of penal-

welfarism. This concept centered on the notion that economic and social progress would 

help to eliminate crime.  It argued that the state is responsible for both controlling 

offenders and rehabilitating them. This philosophy eventually met with both liberal and 

conservative political resistance. Gottschalk argues that liberals lost faith in the 

rehabilitative prison reform models because they believed that it reinforced race and class 

discrimination. She writes that this disenchantment then allowed conservatives to “hijack 

penal policy.” As a result new more punitive approaches to crime were developed, with 

the tacit agreement of both liberals and conservatives.10  As a result in the Reagan era 

both political parties worked to create the foundation of the mass imprisonment system 

that is the norm in the United States today. 

In her book The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, 

Michelle Alexander argues that in the wake of the political upheaval of the 1960s and 

1970s, conservatives saw an opportunity to capitalize on public fear of the changing 

social demographics and political hierarchy. She writes that America’s criminal justice 

system has helped reinforce patterns of social inequality and that this racial process is 

similar to America’s uses of slavery and Jim Crow laws, in previous generations. In 

1982, only 2 percent of the American public viewed drugs as public safety threat. 
                                                
9 Rebecca M. McLennan. The Crisis of Imprisonment: Protest, Politics, and the Making 
of the American Penal State, 1776-1941. New York, Cambridge University Press, 2008. 
 
10 Marie Gottschalk, The Prison and the Gallows: The Politics of Mass Incarceration in 
America. (New York, Cambridge University Press, 2006.) 
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President Ronald Reagan refocused the War on Drugs, a termed coined by President 

Nixon in 1971, on urban neighborhoods across America.11  Up to this point, the number 

of people incarcerated in the United States had remained stable.  

Reagan’s first step was to increase funding for anti-drug efforts by federal law 

enforcement agencies. Over a four-year period from 1980 to 1984, the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation anti-drug funding was increased almost 1100 percent, from $8 million to 

$95 million. According to the U.S. Department of Education, funding for American 

school children in elementary and secondary schools only increased by 25 percent 

between the 1980-81 and 1983-1984 school years. 12 

Over the same period, spending for social programs was reduced. The National 

Institute on Drug Abuse budget shrank from $274 million to $57 million and allocations 

for the Department of Education’s anti-drug programs dropped from $14 million to $3 

million.  These reductions in funding for programs designed to offer alternative 

opportunities through education and support for poor families had a direct impact on 

quality of life and growing desperation in marginalized sectors of the nation’s major 

cities.13  

 

Reagan’s next move was to sign the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986. This new set 

of laws introduced mandatory minimum sentences for distribution of cocaine. It also 

created separate penalties categories for crack and powder cocaine, which by design or in 

effect, created more lenient possession sentences for the middle- and upper-class drug 

                                                
11 Michelle Alexander. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness. (New York, 
The New Press, 2010), 49. 
12 Vance W. Grant and Thomas D. Snyder. “Digest of Education Statistics 1985-86.” 
U.S. Department of Education Center for Statistics, Feb 1986. 
 
13 Alexander, New Jim, 49. 
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users who preferred the more expensive powder form of cocaine. Alexander writes that 

this specifically targeted African Americans more often associated with cheaper crack 

cocaine for the harshest penalties.14 Mandatory minimum sentences for powder cocaine 

are triggered at 500 grams. In contrast, the penalty for crack cocaine will prompt a 5 to 10 

year sentence for only 5 grams of the drug.  

In 1988, Congress updated its drug policy in new and unprecedented ways. For 

the first time, public housing tenants could be evicted if they permitted any crime or 

drug-related activity in or near their housing unit. In addition, Congress cut-off some 

federal benefits and students loans for any person convicted of a drug crime and created a 

5-year mandatory minimum sentence for possession of cocaine base, regardless of 

whether there was an intent to sell.15  

Liberal politicians also played a role in the increasingly harsh drug sentencing 

policies. In 1994, President Bill Clinton signed the Violent Crime Control and Law 

Enforcement Act. This law, known as the “three strikes and you’re out” law, created 

mandated life sentences for some repeat offenders. Clinton used the welfare reform law, 

known as Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, to ban people with felony drug 

offenses from eligibility for food stamps and welfare benefits.16 This became know as the 

“One Strike and You’re Out” Initiative. (Mauer and Chesney-Lind, 47-49) 

The anti-drug laws set up by the federal government started to trickle down to the 

states with devastating effects. Gwen Rubinstein and Debbie Mukamal argue in their 

article “Welfare and Housing: The Denial of Benefits to Drug Offenders” that the 

exclusion of this already vulnerable population from public housing contributed to the 

creation of a cycle of incarceration. The implementation of these policies eliminated any 

                                                
14 Ibid, 52. 
15 Ibid, 53-54. 
16 Ibid, 56-57. 
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safety net that existed for ex-inmates.. Recidivism increased because inmates could not 

live with families in public housing after their prison terms ended, which also prevented 

families from successfully reunifying. Families who were kicked out of public housing 

added to the homeless problem and stressed the public shelter system.17  

In the minds of Americans who live in working or middle class economic and 

social enclaves, the fact that these anti-drug polices were disproportionately impacting 

one segment of the population—impoverished people of color—apparently did not raise 

alarm. In DC, just blocks away from the heart of America’s government, a war was 

raging nightly before television news cameras. The images of black men either smoking 

crack, being led away in handcuffs or lying dead on DC’s streets inspired fear in viewers 

of all racial backgrounds. The negative and sensationalized images that defined crime in a 

particular visual way combined with anti-drug policies painted a distorted picture of 

urban black life, according to Michelle Alexander.   “Slavery defined what it meant to be 

black (a slave), and Jim Crow defined what it meant to be black (a second-class citizen). 

Today mass incarceration defines the meaning of blackness in America: black people, 

especially black men, are criminals. That is what it means to be black,” Alexander says. 18  

The invisible label of criminal has been branded to the skin of generations of black men. 

This slander has trickled out to touch whole communities and because of national fears, 

many define repressive responses to these communities as a public good.  

*** 

Beverly recognizes that drug addiction fueled the problems endured by her family 

members and her community on multiple levels. She points to the faces framed on the 

                                                
17 Gwen Rubinstein and Debbie Mukamal. “Welfare and Housing: Denial of Benfits to 
Drug Offenders.” Invisible Punishment: The Collateral Consequences of Mass 
Imprisonment. Ed. March Mauer and Meda Chesney-Lind. New York: New Press, 2002. 
18  Alexander, New Jim, 192. 
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wall as she remembers a time when prisons and drugs were not such a large part of life in 

East Austin. None of the early generations of Beverly’s family members had been to 

prison. her seat in her living room she stares out the window, wondering aloud how her 

family became trapped in the cycle of drugs and incarceration.   

“I remember hearing my grandmother use the term generational curse. I didn't 

understand until I saw . . . my brothers go to prison. Then a couple of their children went. 

Then I actually had two daughters that have been to prison and two of my sons have been 

to prison,” she says. 

 

Beverly reaches over to a cooler that serves as an end table at the side of the 

couch. It is cluttered with papers and plastic drink containers. She pulls out a letter from 

her son Don Brown, who has recently returned to jail for a parole violation. A few weeks 

before, she worried about where he would be sent to serve his time. Her experiences with 

the state prison system tell her that he could be sent almost anywhere in Texas. The letter 

says he was transferred from Travis County Jail in Del Valle to Travis State Jail located 

off State Road 969. He tells her that he is comfortable in his new surroundings. He also 

asks her to come visit on a Saturday or Sunday.. Beverly’s face brightens when she reads 

that during the visit they will be able to have some physical contact.  

 

“We set down at a little table together. We can touch each other hands we can 

hug,” she says somberly. The last time she made a trip to Del Valle she never set foot in 

the same room as her son Don.  

“They have this square box. They tell you not to touch it and don’t pick up the 

receiver. Then when you see him you pick it up. If you pick it up before that your visit is 

cancelled,” she says, dismayed by being reduced to talking with her son through a 
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telephone connected to a small video screen. “To me that takes away some more of the. . 

.” she pauses and shakes her head “. . .the personal, some of the closeness from the visit.  

They’re just finding another way to rob them. It’s not aimed at me, it’s aimed at the 

inmate.”  

From her couch, Beverly again looks out the window. She says the image of a 

rock rolling down a hill comes to her mind.  

“It is just like [with] each roll the problem gets bigger and bigger and bigger,” she 

says with a loud clap of her hand. “More and more families are being affected, I mean 

even the distinguished black families in the community are being touched [by mass 

incarceration].”  

Beverly’s eyes move back up to her wall of memories and they express the 

sadness and helplessness at what has happened to her family. “I watched my mother die 

praying for God to let her live to see a drug and alcohol free generation that would not be 

going in and out of jails and prisons. Needless to say, it did not happen. So then I took up 

her prayer, while I'm 64-years-old now so. I don't want to be pessimistic, but I don't think 

I'm going to live to see it either,” she says.   

 

After observing her community for so long, Beverly senses that there is 

something more happening and that it’s more than a “generational curse.” What she has 

not been fully able to pinpoint is the reason that her family and community have felt the 

impact of the criminal justice system so intensely. Perkinson writes that mass 

incarceration has little to do with crime prevention and is actually rooted in America’s 

historical racial conflict. “State punishment has consistently served purposes beyond 

crime control. Indeed, the strong arm of the law has been regularly deployed not only to 
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protect public safety but to preserve privilege, bolster political fortunes, and, most of all, 

to discipline those on the social margins, especially African Americans,” he wrote.19  

Charlie Baird, a retired Texas judge with more than 30 years of legal experience, 

disagrees with Perkinson.  Baird is white and believes the War on Drugs’ policies are 

non-racial in intent. But, he recognizes that in practice these policies have had a 

disproportionate effect on families like Beverly’s. He calls the laws that have trapped 

these communities “draconian.” He says that the justice system creates criminals by 

branding them with a criminal record, limiting their abilities to become productive 

members of society when they are released back into their communities.   

Alexander offers a strong counterpoint to Baird’s argument. She writes that 

African Americans have been criminalized by America’s War on Drugs and that the 

damage “dwarfs its effect on other racial and ethnic groups, especially whites.”20  She 

goes farther and argues that the War on Drugs has been next in the natural progression of 

historical systems of control, from slavery to Jim Crow to prisons.  

 

“Today, the War on Drugs has given birth to a system of mass incarceration that 

governs not just a small fraction of a racial or ethnic minority but entire communities of 

color. In ghetto communities, nearly everyone is either directly or indirectly subject to the 

new caste system,” she writes.21 This “new caste system” plays out in the lives of Beverly 

Brown’s family and community.  

The patterns that come to define this new racial caste system are self-replicating. 

The cycle of poverty and incarceration has repeated through two generations of Beverly’s 

family and now threatens a third. 

                                                
19 Perkinson, Texas Tough, 8. 
20 Alexander, New Jim, 192. 
21 Ibid, 183. 
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 “I used to always say I was destined to be a drug addict,” says Vicky Brown, 45, 

one of Beverly’s daughters. “ I mean growing up, I always looked at my surroundings. I 

mean we had a mama that was an addict, a daddy that was drunk.” Beverly could hear 

Vicki’s words from her seat in the living room, but she just sat quietly and listened.  

Marquis, 18, Beverly’s granddaughter, opens the screen door and walks into the 

living room. The door squeaks as it slams shut. Their gazes meet and they greet each 

other. “Granny, I’m hungry,” Marquis says.  

“I don’t know what to tell you baby. There is some leftover macaroni. I got some 

pot pies,” Beverly replied. Marquis walks to the next room and opens the refrigerator. 

The only food that is available doesn’t really go together to make a complete meal. 

Marquis says that she is going to make a “spread,” using the term prison inmates use to 

describe a meal made up from any combination of junk foods, but usually containing 

ramen noodles with Cheetos or Fritos.  

“[In prison] everybody would bring what they had. If one person had noodles, one 

person had chips, if one person had candy, they would all come together and spread out 

what they got to share,” Beverly says. “It makes your stomach blow up so you will be 

full,” Marquis says as she sits in couch across from her grandmother. Marquis snacks on 

the cheese and crackers she found.  

Beverly raised Marquis, after her mother Vicky was sent to prison for drug 

possession. Beverly is proud of Marquis because she graduated from high school and 

found a job at the Goodwill Thrift Store. She recently has moved into her own apartment. 

But Beverly watches over her with a combination of pride and concern. Marquis’ 

boyfriend is struggling and Beverly doesn’t want to see this relationship cause her 

granddaughter the same problems she faced at that age. “He having a hard time finding 
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and keeping jobs because he been in and out of jail. He doesn’t have a GED or high 

school diploma and he dropped out school early,” Marquis explains.  

*** 

On Christmas day, the smell of turkey fills Beverly’s home. Every seat in her 

living room was taken as family dropped by to bring presents and say “Happy Holidays.” 

The parade of family members had been consistent all day. As the sun sets, Jim and 

Leroy, Beverly’s brothers, got up, preparing to leave. Smiling, they walked around the 

room saying goodbyes to everyone.  Jim bent over to kiss his niece Bebe on the cheek. 

Cameron, 6, was temporarily squeezed in-between them. Jim smiled and tickled him. 

Even on Christmas the shadow of prison hangs over the celebration.  Jim and Leroy are 

leaving the Christmas dinner early because of probation curfews.  

In the United States, a common expectation is that wealth, heirlooms and other 

birthrights will be passed on from one generation to the next. Tragically, in poor black 

communities, what is now most commonly handed down is a different legacy - the 

impact of prison. Beverly says that the responsibility for caring for incarcerated family 

members, through letter writing, child rearing, phone calls, visiting, and providing 

support when they are released, is a drain on her meager economy that transfers from one 

generation to the next just like the deed to a house.  The prison legacy bequeaths not 

wealth but financial burden, which taxes the families of incarcerated individuals. When 

someone goes to prison, families face a choice: Do they disown their loved ones or do 

they attempt to keep connected in some way? Whichever path chosen involves sacrifice 

and some damage to family bonds in the process. 

Beverly lives on a fixed income. She supports her family with a combination of 

her Social Security checks and other state payments she receives for caring for her 

grandchildren. Though she no longer works outside the home, she has been employed as 
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a postal worker, home health care provider, elementary school cafeteria worker, and a 

retail assistant manager. 

More than once Beverly has faced the choice of keeping family intact or cutting 

loose from one of her kin.  Each time she chose to try to keep her family together.  Yet at 

times, she struggles, uncertain about the wisdom of her decision. 

Recalling a conversation she had on a recent prison visit with her son she says:  “I 

had to tell him ‘I don't owe you anything. I gave you life. I don't have to take care of you 

while you’re in prison and try to help your baby’s mama with your baby.”  

Despite her frustration, keeping her family together is important to her. “It like 

nowadays people don’t love each other like they used to,” she says. “I want everybody to 

appreciate the fact that one day I’m going to be going home (die).”  

None of her four children are currently emotionally prepared or in a financial 

position to take over as head of the family. Beverly pays low property taxes because of 

her homestead exemption. But, when she dies, the tax rate will revert to current market 

levels.   

“Are they really going to let all those years of me paying property taxes go to 

waste,” she says, afraid that her children will not be organized enough to join together.  

This slow leak of money out of the family has serious effects over time. “More 

subtle than the immediate and direct material effects of incarceration, but perhaps more 

serious, is the cumulative impact these effects can have on familial wealth across 

generations. By depleting the savings of offenders’ families, incarceration inhibits capital 

accumulation and reduces the ability of parents to pass wealth and opportunities on to 

their children and grandchildren through inheritance and gifts,” Braman writes.22  

*** 

                                                
22 Braman, Doing Time, 156. 
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Last Father’s Day, Beverly’s daughter Vicki Brown, started her day cooking 

dinner with her family.   

“I’m going to run to the Eastside to give my daddy his present,” Vicki says. That 

was the last Vicki’s children saw of her until the next morning. Austin police had arrested 

her for drug possession.   

Her daughter Toya Brown borrowed money for bail, arranged legal 

representation, and drove down to the jail with her 6-year-old son to pick up her mother. 

Toya waited in the car for her mother to emerge from the doorway of the jail. When she 

finally saw Vicki heading toward her, her expression revealed both relief and anger. 

Vicki’s grandson Cameron spoke first.  

 

“Nanna where did you go, don’t ever go no more,” he says, clinging to Vicki as 

tears rolled down his face.  

Vicky was not prepared for Cameron’s outburst. “It made me feel just low, just 

low,” she says. 

 Vicky has spent nearly 15 years in and out of drug treatment centers and jail. As 

a recovering drug addict, she is currently trying to rebuild relationships with her children. 

While living in a cloud of drug addiction she says she was distracted from being a fully 

present mother to her four children. She says she missed out on the “little bitty things” 

that parents usually take for granted.  

“I mean I don't have memories of my baby walking or my baby crawling. I mean 

it can be hurtful and degrading when you think about that,” Vicky says. She 

acknowledges that her addiction and her revolving door of imprisonment gave her 

children the wrong impression of what is acceptable behavior in life.  
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The sound of Vicky’s voice reaches Beverly’s front door seconds before she 

walks into the living room. Vicky’s speech is rapid and her voice is deep and a little 

gruff. Vicky is wearing a brand new pair of Nike Air Jordans, a gold chain hangs from 

her neck and fingers on both hands have rings wrapped around them.  

Vicky continues to struggle with drug addiction. “It not a good feeling when you 

growing up and you need your mother, but she in jail all the time and you have to visit 

your mama through a glass window,” Vicky says. She understands the trauma that her 

time in drug treatment centers and in jail has caused to her children.   

“I'm grateful to my mother, because my mother held my kids together not 

knowing what was going to become of me,” Vicky says, explaining that Beverly stepped 

in to prevent Travis County Child Protective Services from putting Vicki’s children into 

foster care.  

Beverly has witnessed a lot of the frustration that her grandchildren express 

toward their parents. They would voice their hurt by saying things like "my mama can't 

tell me nothing, my mama is a ‘dope fiend’ and she been in and out jail and in drug 

treatment centers all my life, and now she wants to try to tell me be something. Well it’s 

17 years too late," she says, recalling her grandchildren’s complaints about Vicky.  

Children’s relationships to their fathers can be even more problematic. Vicky says 

that her sons do not have strong relationships with their fathers. “Being honest, my sons 

don't give a shit about their daddies,” she says. She says that she often has to force her 

sons to contact their fathers.  

Bramen writes that mass incarceration touches families and communities by 

negatively transforming traditional social institutions like marriage that allows people“ to 

hold each other accountable.”23 In this situation children are placed at risk and become 

                                                
23 Ibid, 9. 
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collateral damage in the War on Drugs. The effects of damaged relationships can haunt 

them for a lifetime. 

The children of incarcerated parents have a much higher chance of becoming high 

school drop-outs, committing juvenile offenses, and becoming incarcerated themselves, 

according to a report from the Sentencing Project called “Incarcerated Parents and Their 

Children.” The study also concludes that since 1991 there has been an 82 percent increase 

in the number of children with imprisoned parents. Nationally, 1 in 43 American children 

have a parent in jail. The numbers become more extreme when they are broken down by 

race. For whites, 1 in 111 children have a parent imprisoned and for blacks it is 1 in 15.24     

*** 

Chelsea, 17, and Andre Shorts, 16, leave their home and walk a short distance to a 

bridge that crosses a creek in their East Austin neighborhood. As they approach, they spot 

four of their friends laughing and joking on the bridge railings. The concrete creek bed is 

nearly bone dry. The fragile trickle of water is a grim reminder of the ongoing drought 

battering central Texas. The banks of the creek are angled. There’s a chain-linked fence, 

lining the top on both sides of the rivulet to keep people out. Near a pedestrian bridge that 

crosses the stream, Andre and Chelsea pull back a corner of the fence and climb down 

into the creek. It’s Saturday, so they go on their ritual walk, which on some days can 

extend for several miles. 

They stop for a break near a place they have nicknamed the “steps.” The creek’s 

smooth high-angled walls turn into a series of large steps made of small rocks kept in 

place by a wire mesh. This is where the Shorts and their friends often hang out. It is a 

hidden place and it offers a refuge obscured from view of the street. Having place like the 

                                                
24 Sarah Schimer and Ashley Nellis. “Incarcerated Parents and Their Children: Trends 
1991-2007.” The Sentencing Project. Feb, 2009. 
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“steps” is crucial for these teenagers as they navigate their surrounding neighborhood, 

which they affectionately call the “ghetto.” The groups of teenagers walk aggressively, 

their heads constantly pivoting from left to right, scanning for trouble. 

They leave the “steps” to walk to their next hangout place. The sound of a car 

driving past echoes in the creek. A glass bottle tossed from the car shatters just a few feet 

away from Andre. Everyone jumps from the sound of the glass exploding on the 

concrete. “That was crazy,” he says stunned, before adding:  “A lot of stuff like that 

happens.”  

The Shorts and their friends experience life differently than some of their 

classmates at Austin High School, which is 5 miles away from their neighborhood in a 

different area code. They live in the 78721 zip code of Austin, which has some the 

highest prison admission rates and one of the highest concentrations of poor minority 

residents. Their biological father has been absent most of their lives. They only recently 

reconnected after his release following a decade and a half in prison.  

A website called the Justice Atlas of Sentencing and Corrections produced by the 

Justice Mapping Center reports that in the 78721 zip code, the prison admission rate is 

22.61 per 1,000. Overall for Travis County the prison admission rate is 4.10 per 1000.  

Across Interstate 35 in the more affluent 78746 zip code, the numbers are very different.  

The prison admission rate is .19 per 1,000.25 Teens who live in this area refer to it as the 

“Two-One,” after the zip code. 

Chelsea and Andre live with their parents and siblings at their grandparents’ small 

house near Airport Boulevard and Springdale Avenue. Andre and Chelsea’s mother Janie 

Perez and their stepfather Joe Perez are very active in their lives. Janie and Joe often have 

been Andre’s advocates when he got in trouble at school.  

                                                
25 Justice Atlas 
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Andre and Chelsea are different than the children in the Brown family. They have 

a family unit supporting their goals. Often, that support is only emotional, because the 

family’s financial resources are limited.  But it is consistent and it makes a difference. 

Andre and Chelsea share a cramped bedroom. Every inch of their room is used. A 

bunk bed takes up most of the space, leaving a narrow walkway and a corner for the TV 

and video game system. Their house has become the official hangout spot for their group 

of friends. Chelsea says that at times they fit 6 or 8 of their friends in their bedroom. 

Their parents are happy that they gather at home, because they know that they will be 

safe. Being “here it’s like a vault, so we lock it down and we’re good,” Andre says. 

Once they leave their homes and enter the streets, Andre says they have to be 

more vigilant in that environment. “When it starts to get dark at night you have to kick in 

your survival skills. My senses just get better because I’m about to go out there and I 

have to be ready for anything,” Andre says. 

Safely walking down a street in your own neighborhood, a fact that many 

teenagers from other parts of the city might take for granted, creates added stress for 

teenagers in East Austin. They are forced to live in a constant state of hyper awareness, 

always alert for bad situations that could lead to trouble.  

“You got to be careful around here because there are people that even see a little 

bit of money in your pocket will cause a lot of jealousy and hatred,” Chelsea says. “You 

got to keep two eyes open, one in front and one in the back.” 

*** 

The kitchen in their home is bright because of the lime green walls.  Chelsea sits 

at a table watching her family members move in and out of the room. She reflects on the 

challenges that she and her brother face as at-risk youth.  
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“I probably am in the category of youth with a higher statistic [of] being arrested 

or as a female being pregnant at this age or doing drugs,” she says.  

“The hood can be a black hole and if you let it suck you in then you’re just going 

to come out like everybody else. Stuck,” Chelsea says. “It gets harder and harder for you 

to dig yourself out of that hole.”  

Chelsea opened the screen of the back door and stepped into the backyard. 

Twenty steps later she cracks open the door of grey tool shed. There she has constructed 

a makeshift studio in the old structure that belongs to her stepdad. Inside she has set up a 

blank paint canvas, an airbrush kit and a few other artist supplies.  Chelsea dreams of 

being an artist and owning her own business.  

“When you’re painting, you can paint the world however you want the world to 

be. I feel like when I’m creating art there are no limitations, I just have unlimited 

freedom,” she says.  

Andre has dreams of life 3,000 feet above ground, as a pilot. He imagines that 

flying a plane would be like crowd surfing at a concert.  

“When you’re in the air nothing can stop you. It feels like your on top of the 

world literally cause you’re just so high and you can see everything and there nothing in 

the way up there,” he says. Feeling constrained, their dreams reach for freedom.  

Andre stays connected to his dream through the Internet. He watches the web 

stream of students at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University in Daytona Beach, Florida 

training to fly. But he feels alone in his dream about becoming a pilot. As he sits on his 

bed near his laptop he laments, “no one is really mentoring me or helping me to get to 

that goal. It’s just me.”   

His parents wish the best for him but do not have a lot of experience with 

attaining the advanced education needed to become a pilot. Andre’s stepfather did not go 
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to college and is busy trying to help the family survive. His mother just wants him to 

graduate from high school and go to college.  

“They’re coming from a neighborhood where opportunities are easy to see when 

you’re at school. You have other folks that are trying to support you. When you see that 

and come back to a neighborhood where the environment is not so good, they loose sight 

of that,” Joe stepdad Joe laments. says.   

The lack of support and social and cultural capital can leave children without the 

resources and information needed to thrive in American society.  

“You see it a lot in kids just giving up, they don’t understand exactly how the 

[environment] affects you, they just assume that I’m done with and that there is nowhere 

for them to go,” Janie says reflecting on the struggles that her children and their friends 

from East Austin face.  

A child growing up in a community trapped in the cycle of incarceration is 

damaged in many visible ways. They are also hurt in psychological ways, including a 

low-self esteem. Judge Baird says that mass incarceration has had a devastating effect on 

the young men and women from poor African American communities that are the 

frontlines in America’s War on Drugs.  

“I think they sense that their value to our society is not great as it is for an Anglo 

child. I think it demeans them, I think it demoralizes them and I think that their attitude 

rather than saying I'm going to prove society wrong, could be just to capitulate to what 

society expects” he says. 

 

Their American Dream denied, they have low expectations for themselves and 

even less for their community. This lost generation of young people is being targeted for 

failure before they can even get a start in the world. 
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The National Center for Children in Poverty reports that children who live below 

the poverty line have greater chances of having social, emotional and behavioral 

problems and that these issues can follow them into adulthood.  Despite these trends both 

Andre and Chelsea believe they can overcome the odds.  “Just because you’re in a group 

of people [defined by] a statistic doesn’t mean you have to be a statistic,” Chelsea says 

with determination.   

It makes a difference that Andre and Chelsea are not completely alone. They do 

have access to some social programs and mentors. 

*** 

Andre holds his hand up to his chin, squatting his knees while looking up at the 

ceiling. His peers watch him with smiles on their faces. The photographer yells “that’s 

classic, that’s classic” before exposing the frame of Andre posed against a solid white 

backdrop. The photographs will be used to create the annual report for the African 

American Men and Boys Harvest Foundation (AAMBHF), an Austin based non-profit.  

The goal is to give young boys and girls the tools to become leaders in their community. 

The foundation concentrates on quality of life problems that include economic, health, 

and mental wellness issues. The organization was developed to help prevent young males 

from becoming trapped in the cycle of incarceration, by keeping them in school. 

 

On Thursday evenings, about a dozen young men and women stream into the 

offices of AAMBFH. This group of teenagers, who have named themselves Krew 12, 

work on learning new media skills and they examine issues surrounding minority 

representation in mass media.  

Each teenager has come to the group for different reasons. Some heard about the 

program through AAMBFH outreach and others attend mandated by court order. Two 
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years ago, Andre was ordered to attend AAMBFH because he got into trouble at school. 

He spat from a third floor balcony and his spittle landed on another student. Days later he 

was ticketed and required to go to court charged with assault on contact. After he 

completed his court-ordered time with AAMBFH, he decided to stay.  

Wendall Williams, the foundation’s mentor bureau coordinator, says that the 

program works with students who are at-risk youth from elementary, middle and high 

schools.  They help children deal with social and behavioral problems through mentoring, 

service learning projects and community conferences. They also teach them basic 

business skills, computer skills and they try to instill an entrepreneurial attitude. 

The weekend after the photo shoot, half of Krew 12 volunteered to go to a 

service-learning project at a low-income elderly nursing home in East Austin. They 

assisted a team of students from the University of Texas-Austin painting the inside living 

space of the home. Andre says that experiences like these have helped him learn to be 

more responsible and to think more about his actions when he is out in the streets.  

“I wasn’t really getting anywhere and I just really didn’t pay attention. But then I 

came to Krew 12 and it showed me to really get on my work and that my goals are really 

important and that one day I’m really going to succeed,” he says. 

The foundation is stepping in where the educational system has failed. 

 

Michael Lofton, founder of AAMBFH, believes the problem begins with the high 

school dropout rates of African Americans in Austin. “When you have a system that does 

not do what is necessary in order to turn the kids around . . . that’s when you have 

systemic issues such as high dropout rates,” he says.   

According to a 2006 report from the Editorial Projects in Education Research 

Center, only 45 percent of African Americans graduated high school in the 2002-2003 
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cohort.26  The dropout rate is a critical step in the pipeline to prison, as statistically black 

males who have dropped out of high school stand a much greater chance of being 

incarcerated.  According to a study by Northeastern University in Boston, black male 

high school dropouts have a nearly 23 percent chance of being incarcerated.27 Lofton says 

high incarceration rates combined with the high dropout rates ripple back into other 

concerns in the community. It has fueled single parenthood and other social problems. 

Williams watches the members of Krew 12 apply a gray-pink paint to the wall. 

He says the most powerful and tangible thing they can do for children in the program is 

to make them feel that they have a voice. “They are a resource to their community and it 

doesn’t just have to be what’s put out in the media and doesn’t just have to be what their 

teachers say about them, and it doesn’t just have to be what their mom or family says 

about them. They can achieve whatever it is they set their minds to achieve,” he says. 

Judge Baird, while campaigning for a 2012 run for Travis County District 

Attorney, made a statement that struck Beverly deeply. Baird was attending a meeting of 

East Austin black community leaders at Chris Johnson’s home, a few houses away from 

Beverly’s at 12th and Airport Boulevard.   

“They are already building prisons for your children,” Baird said in his stump 

speech.  

The words coming from Baird had special meaning. Beverly could tell the judge 

was serious. What he was saying was not new information to Beverly. She has been 

hearing about the roadblocks for east Austin black youth for years, from groups like the 

                                                
26 Christopher B. Swanson “High School Graduation in Texas: Independent Research to 
Understand and Combat the Graduation Crisis.” Editorial Projects in Education Research 
Center. Oct 2006. 
27 Sam Dillion. “Study Finds High Rate of Imprisonment Among Dropouts.” New York 
Times. 8 Oct 2009. Web. 
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NAACP. “They are not as active as they need to be,” Beverly says. From her perspective 

these groups have done very little.  

Baird says that “forward-looking people” who are responsible for criminal justice 

planning in Texas, are looking at schools and checking the dropout rates and juvenile 

crime rates in order to determine how many prison beds will be needed in the future. 

They realize that they have to start the building now, because “we already know that 

these children are going to wind up in prisons,” he says. 

Beverly has seen what happens if children don’t get a high school diploma or 

some sort of trade school certificate. She believes if they end up roaming the streets they 

will repeat what they see in their environments. The future will be “already written on the 

walls,” she says. 

*** 

A common theme reported by the majority of Beverly’s family that have become 

stuck in the cycle of incarceration is that they blame themselves for their predicament. 

Self-blame is the way many people trapped by what Alexander calls the “new racial caste 

system,” choose to understand what is happening in their families and communities.  

Beverly’s son Leroy says that there is always a choice when it comes to breaking 

the law.  He has had many blue-collar jobs from lawn care to pipe fitting. “It ain't 

something that I had to do. But it was something that I chose to do. . . Its either do what 

you do or starve you know. And I chose to do what I do,” he says.  

When Vicky Brown looks out into the streets, she can’t understand why people 

would continue to allow themselves to fall victim to the same vices over and over.  

“I mean instead of going to jail doing something different. It’s like you don't want 

to do nothing different with you life. All you want is to go to jail, get out, sell, go back to 

jail, get out, sell, and go back to jail,” she says.  
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She believes that a person has to want to change and that the blame for the poor 

state of the black community in East Austin should fall on the individuals who live there. 

It has not been easy. Trying to keep her family together has been stressful for 

Beverly and it has created some resentful feelings toward her brothers and children, 

especially the men.  

“One thing that I have to deal with on a regular basis is that to a degree, I stay 

mad at them. Because I don't understand why they can't want for themselves what I want 

for them so bad,” Beverly says.  

Beverly disagrees with the “blame the white man” explanation for the state of 

East Austin’s African-American community. She acknowledges the negative impact of 

the War on Drugs,, but she also believes that the community should develop its solutions 

and not rely on others to fix the problems. 

“I don’t even look at it as being about black and white. It’s about what we are 

doing to ourselves and of course nobody’s going to try to stop us,” she says. But it is not 

that simple in Beverly’s mind. “From a certain point you have to believe that they pick 

who they want to arrest,” she says. 

 

Last year Beverly’s brother John was released from prison after 15 years. John, 

who had lost access to medication for a bi-polar disorder after being released, was in 

trouble again four weeks later.  

“To me they shouldn’t have just turned him loose. The whole world was different. 

He didn’t have a job or a driver’s license. He didn’t have nothing,” she stresses.  

Now he is facing a 10-year term for robbery. “I know that there are things that 

wasn’t offered to him that if he lived on the other side of town he would have gotten,” 

she says.  
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Alexander presents a more nuanced view of personal responsibility and mass 

incarceration. She says that the belief held by many people, including the Browns, is that 

African Americans choose to be criminals and that the War on Drugs did not turn them 

into criminals the same way that slavery and Jim Crow turned blacks into second class 

citizens. “The myth of choice here is seductive, but it should be resisted. African-

Americans are not significantly more likely to use or sell drugs than whites, but they are 

made criminals at drastically higher rates for precisely the same conduct,” she wrote.28  

 

*** 

 

Beverly points at a photograph on her wall that holds special significances. A row 

of black people wearing suits and dresses stare out from this old and fading black and 

white photograph. “Those are the some of the original members who started my church,” 

she says.  

 

Beverly has attended Rock Quarry Missionary Baptist Church all of her life. Her 

great-grandfather, William McKinnely Walker, a freed slave, help found the church 135 

years ago. Members of her family have attended ever since. 

In Rock Quarry’s auxiliary building, a group gathered to share a holiday dinner. 

Four generations of women from Beverly’s family, Bebe, Marquis, and Raven, 9, talk 

over a table covered in a red plaid-patterned tablecloth. Marquis hands Beverly an iPod 

ear bud and they listen to music together. Volunteers prepare full plates of brisket, ribs, 

baked beans and potato salad, in the kitchen area. Before the food is served everyone 

bows their heads for prayer.  

                                                
28 Alexander, New Jim, 192. 
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Three times, Beverly had tried unsuccessfully to break her addiction to drugs. 

“You can’t do it alone,” her mother told her. Rock Quarry’s Missionary society helped 

her when she was in need. The group was made up of older Christian women from her 

church. Whenever she needed emotional support, Beverly could call them anytime of 

day. Her church and her faith have played a central role in her life and remain one of the 

primary reasons she was successful in breaking her addiction to drugs.  

Geoffrey Canada, author of the book Fist, Stick, Knife, Gun: A personal history of 

violence, understood that the community that Beverly needed to improve her life is the 

same method that is needed to solve many of the social problems created by the War on 

Drugs. 

He examines the problems facing black youth and suggests that any solution to 

these issues must begin with a full immersion approach. He writes that “Beacon” sites 

need to be built in the troubled communities that combine services with activities 

designed to help youth develop. The idea is that these Beacon centers can work on 

multiple layers of need that will effect a community all at once. In this way, the 

community is up-lifted collectively, not just individually. “We have realized that you 

cannot save children without saving families, and you cannot save families without 

rebuilding communities,” he wrote.29  

In Austin, the national non-profit Community in Schools focuses on preventing 

low-income children from dropping out of school. CIS has programs that are targeted at 

public housing complexes in Austin.  

Eric Metcalf, director of programs at Community in Schools, recognizes that any 

solution to the social problems created by poverty and other factors needs to be addressed 

                                                
29 Geoffrey Canada. Fist, Stick, Knife, Gun: A Personal History of Violence. Boston: 

Beacon Press, 1995. 
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on more than one level. Metcalf says, “for any change in behavior to be lasting it has to 

be replicated in environment.” There are at least three major environments that need to be 

considered, the school environment, the community and the home, he says. 

“Canada has created new environments for kids to operate in,” Metcalf says. 

Canada’s work is remarkable because he has built integrated centers that can house all of 

the needs of a child and their families—from education to health-- under one roof. 

“That’s amazing, but expensive,” he says.  

Replicating Canada’s vision in Austin would be difficult. Forming the kind of 

coalition needed to service all social needs of communities trapped in the cycle of 

incarceration would require a tremendous outpouring of resources. Before that could take 

place there would need to be a consensus that mass incarceration is actually a man-made 

phenomenon that is unequally targeting blacks. 

 

Why have so few people raised an alarm to what is happening in poor urban areas 

all across this country? Alexander says that growth of mass incarceration has gone 

unnoticed because of race. She believes this type of racism is very different from the type 

that was the calling card of slavery and Jim Crow, open racial bigotry and hostility. It has 

morphed into something much more damaging, racial indifference.30  Alexander defines it 

as “a lack of compassion and caring about race and racial groups.” The general public 

understanding of racism is tied to slavery and Jim Crow. Since drug sentencing policies 

are not targeted at a single racial group, claims that the system is racist falls on deaf 

ears.31  

                                                
30 Alexander, New Jim, 198. 
31 Ibid 



 32 

Some would argue that with the election of a black president America has entered 

a “post-racial” era. But, the rise of a black middle and upper class has played into the 

continued repression of large numbers of African Americans in the United States. Blacks 

who have managed to become educated and succeed are the example of how America has 

remade itself in the last 40 years. Alexander writes that President Obama is the best 

example of a “black exceptionalism” that both whites and blacks hold up as an example 

that racism is dead. It is also being used to fight off any claims that the millions arrested 

in the War on Drugs can in any way be racially motivated. Instead, they blame the 

criminal.32  

Beverly was not alone in her struggle to break her drug addiction. Her church 

community helped her rise up from years of chemical dependency. In the battle to reverse 

the cycle of incarceration that haunts her family, there have been individuals who 

occasionally stood up to help them, but individual effort is not enough. Non-profits like 

CIS cannot do it alone. They need to partner with other community programs that address 

the full spectrum of social needs.  

The struggle of individual women like Beverly and the work of individual 

community organizations like CIS will be for naught if American society does not work 

to understand our part in this problem. The blame for America’s failure to stop the 

targeted imprisonment of so many minority men and women falls on everyone, regardless 

of race, political or social position.  

Alexander wrote, “mass incarceration has been normalized, and all of the racial 

stereotypes and assumptions that gave rise to the system are now embraced (or at least 

internalized) by people of all colors, from all walks of life, and in every major political 

party. We may wonder aloud “where have the black men gone?” but deep down we 

                                                
32 Ibid, 248. 
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already know. It is simply taken for granted that, in cities like Baltimore and Chicago, the 

vast majority of young black men are currently under the control of the criminal justice 

system or branded criminals for life. This extraordinary circumstance—unheard of in the 

rest of the world—is treated here in America as a basic fact of life, as normal as separate 

water fountains were just a half century ago.”33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
33 Ibid. 176. 
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Vicky Brown, right, is a recovering crack cocaine addict and has spent 12 years of her life in and out of 
treatment programs and prison, which has strain her relationship with her children. 
 

Beverly Brown and her granddaughter Marquis, 18, share an iPod at a Christmas dinner at Rock Quarry 
Church in Austin. Beverly was forced to raise Marquis because her daughter Vicky was in and out of prison 
and drug treatment programs. 
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A Christmas card created by friend of the family who is incarcerated hangs from a stocking in Beverly 
Brown's living room. 
 

 
Beverly Brown's great granddaughter Raven, 6, watches television in the family living room. 
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Jim Houston, left, says goodbye to his grandnephew and his niece BB Brown, center, after Christmas 
dinner. Both Jim and BB have been incarcerated for drug related offenses. 
 

 
Beverly Brown's house has been the "homestead" for her family for nearly half a century. 
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Nicholas Brown, 19, speaks with his girlfriend before leaving. He has a strained relationship with his 
mother Vicky who has spent the majority of his childhood away in prison and drug treatment institutions. 
 

 
Beverly Brown covers her eyes as she rests in her living room. 
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Marquis, 18,  BB and Leroy Brown hangout on the front porch of Beverly Brown's house in Austin. 
 

 
Beverly Brown watches her brother Leroy as he makes a phone call. Leroy has spent time in prison and 
also has one son who is currently serving time. 
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Andre Shorts has dreams of becoming a pilot. He says the environment in east Austin can 
be an extra roadblock between him and that goal. 
 

 
Chelsea Shorts, who dreams of becoming an artist and a business woman, hangs out with friends at twilight 
near her East Austin home. 
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In Austin, the Millennium Youth Center skating ring fills with children on a Friday evening. The center, 
which is adjacent to the Booker T Washington public housing projects, was created to offer a safe place for 
area youth to socialize. 
 

 
Teenagers take a break from skating to socialize at the Millennium Youth Center, in Austin. 
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Chelsea Shorts worries that living in east Austin will make it harder to reach her dreams. 
 



 42 

 
A boy solves a math problem at the African American Men and Boys Harvest Foundation in Austin. The 
AAMBHF teaches professional and social skills to at-risk youth. 
 

 
Chelsea Shorts walks along the railroad tracks near her home in East Austin. 
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A girl interrupts a conversation with friends to take a phone call at the Millennium Youth Center, in Austin. 
 

 
Lester White flies high on a swing set near his home in East Austin. 
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Children from the Booker T. Washington public housing complex eat dinner during a Hope Street bible 
study. 
 

 
Andre Shorts poses for a photograph during an annual report photo shoot at the African American Men and 
Boys Harvest Foundation. 
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Traneecia Hart hangs out with friends near her home in East Austin. 
 

 
Jacques Knight gathers local children for prayer during a Hope Street pray  
group at the Booker T. Washington public housing complex. 
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A boy listen to instructions on how to keep a proper boxing guard during a rally to protest the shooting 
death of Ahmede Bradley by an Austin Police Officer. 
 

 
Two people walk through the Booker T. Washington public housing complex. 
 



 47 

 
Every year hundreds gather for in Austin for the African American Community Heritage Festival at 
Huston-Tillotson University. 
 

 
Boys play a game of basketball in the Booker T. Washington public housing complex. 
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From a place hidden from the view, teenagers share a blunt packed with marijuana on Austin's east side. 
 

 
Access to Internet is an issue for some residents of the Booker T. Washington public housing complex in 
Austin. Teenagers gather to use the free Wi-fi outside Booker T. Washington community center. 
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A boy shows off the hand signal "02," which represents his neighborhood in east Austin at the Millennium 
Youth Center. 
 

 
Chelsea Shorts, left, watches with her friend Derrick Shorts, center, as her cousins play video games in 
their east Austin home. 
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Chelsea Shorts set up a studio in a shed in the backyard of her east Austin home. She uses the space to 
makes clothes, draw and paint.  The shed is a refuge from the crowded house that she shares with her 
parents, grandparents, cousins and one sibling. 
 

 
Anita White hangs out with friends near her East Austin home. 
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