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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Incarceration has left a lasting effect on politics that goes unnoticed by the public. State 

felon disenfranchisement in the United States takes away millions of citizens' voting rights, 

leaving their political opinions void in numerous elections. This decision by states affects our 

elections because it devalues the preferences of specific citizens.  

Preuhs (20001) detailed the disproportionate effect of Florida's felon disenfranchisement 

laws on the black population in the 2000 presidential election. Using Fellner and Mauer's (1998) 

estimates of the felon population in Florida, Preuhs concluded that had just eight-tenths of 1 

percent of adult male felons voted in the 2000 election; Vice President Gore would have had the 

538 votes necessary to win the state and the presidency (Preuhs 2001, 734). 

The disproportionate effect on African Americans in Florida is still present as Wood 

(2016) finds that 20% of the voting-age population is disenfranchised, despite African Americans 

making up only 16% of the voting population.  The problems that persist in Florida are validating 

the structural barriers in America for African Americans and the felon population in general. You 

may ask: do formerly incarcerated persons actually turn out to vote on election day? Literature is 

unsettled on whether they do turn out or not, although current research suggests they do not turn 

out on election day (Gerber et al. 2017; Hjalmarsson and Lopez 2010). For example, Georgetown 

University associate professor Dr. Sukhatme and colleagues from  
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Free Our Vote (2020: hereafter FOV) disenfranchised voters in Florida, only 85,000 were 

completely enfranchised by registering to vote. 

It is clear that the involvement of ex-felons is prohibited in elections by structural 

barriers, but extant research is yet to ask how motivated these citizens may be to participate in 

elections. Attributing noninvolvement to structural barriers such as felon disenfranchisement 

alone may cause us to disregard how a lack of political motivation from this population can stifle 

turnout. Conversely, if these ex-felons are politically motivated, structural barriers imply their 

political preferences are disparaged. With my research, I contribute a new perspective to studying 

why these individuals turn out less than other Americans. I study how linked fate and group 

consciousness affect inmates, offering a new perspective on unsettled literature. The root of this 

issue begins with inmates in prison and how politics operate within the prison. My contribution 

helps to answer whether these former inmates were politically motivated before they became 

eligible. 

Structural barriers include laws put into place by bureaucracies that involuntarily limit the 

involvement of currently incarcerated persons and former felons in elections. Table 1 provides 

examples of structural barriers in state disenfranchisement laws that cause more difficulty for ex-

felons. The National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) provides a table detailing the 

variation of severity in each state's felon disenfranchisement laws1. Severity is nonexistent in 

Maine and Vermont, where ex-felons never lose the right to vote; states with a milder severity, 

such as Colorado, prohibit ex-felons only during their sentence. States in the third level of 

severity (i.e., Alaska) require ex-felons to complete their sentence, including parole or probation, 

fully.  The harshest states (i.e., Alabama) require completion of sentence and additional actions 

                                                           
1 1 NCSL Table 1 Restoration of Voting Rights After Felony Convictions. 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/felon-voting-

rights.aspx#Table%20One 
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for restoration; there may even be a post-sentence waiting period. Ex-felons from different states 

may have the same level of desire to be involved in politics, but the variation in state law makes 

the hurdle for particular ex-felons much more difficult2. Without a standard procedure for 

regaining voting rights, ex-felons cannot work as a collective on a national level (i.e., it may be 

easier to educate ex-felons in Colorado that they can vote versus helping ex-felons in Alabama 

complete their additional requirements to restore voting rights). 

TABLE 1 

 

                                                           
2 2 It should be note that states do change in severity, such as: Washington, Iowa, New Jersey, and 

Nevada.   

 

Restoration of Voting Rights after Felony Convictions 

 

Never Lose Right to 

Vote 

Lost Only While 

Incarcerated | 

Automatic Restoration 

After Release 

Lost Until Completion of 

Sentence (Parole and/or 

Probation) | Automatic 

Restoration After 

Lost Until Completion of 

Sentence | In Some States a 

Post-Sentencing Waiting Period 

| Additional Action Required for 

Restoration  

Maine  Colorado Alaska Alabama 

Vermont  District of Columbia Arkansas Arizona 

Washington Hawaii California  Delaware 

 Illinois Connecticut Florida  

 Indiana Georgia Kentucky 

 Maryland Idaho Mississippi 

 Massachusetts Kansas Nebraska 

 Michigan Louisiana Tennessee 

 Montana Minnesota Virginia 

 Nevada Missouri Wyoming 

 New Jersey New Mexico  

 New Hampshire New York   

 North Dakota North Carolina  

 Ohio Oklahoma  

 Oregon South Carolina  

 Pennsylvania South Dakota  

 Rhode Island Texas  

 Utah West Virginia  

  Alaska  

  Iowa  
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When discussing prison and the effects of incarceration, we cannot avoid what those 

effects may be doing in minority communities. The expanded presence of incarceration 

throughout the previous decades has brought the expansion of racial disparity as well. When 

presented with numbers from the Department of Justice, the disparity becomes evident among the 

ratio of incarcerated citizens. 1 in every 3 African American males is expected to become 

incarcerated versus 1 in 17 White males (Mauer 2011). Due to these glaring racial issues, the 

disproportionate effect of incarceration for minorities has received a copious amount of research 

(Jeffers 2019; Massoglia 2008; Mauer 2011). However, given the known effect, not enough 

research has looked at inmates and politics, precisely their intention to vote. 

Findings from previous research offer an essential puzzle: if we as scholars know 

incarceration disproportionately affects a particular portion of the population, why are we not 

talking about its implication on politics? Specifically, while the aggregated effects of 

incarceration on disenfranchisement are well studied, far less is known about how the experience 

of being incarcerated might influence inmates' motivations to participate in politics for years to 

come. Research has overlooked the possibility that incarceration has an immediate effect on 

political behavior, that left untreated, can leave a more permanent effect. 

Previous research has documented a negative effect of incarceration on voting (Gerber et 

al. 2017; Western 2006; White 2019). Not only does the evidence show the negative effect of 

incarceration, but even coming into contact with the criminal justice system has serious negative 

consequences for political participation (Weaver and Lerman, 2010). While research has provided 

us with a great understanding that incarceration stifles political participation, this is where 

research has ended. The political motivation of these inmates has mainly gone unstudied in 

research concerning the carceral state. States that are letting formerly incarcerated citizens vote 

are experiencing an insurgence of freshly eligible voters via mass incarceration (Shannon et al. 

2017). 
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We know that current and formerly incarcerated citizens struggle to vote due to systemic 

barriers. However, may it be possible that their experiences with the carceral state nevertheless 

motivates them to vote. To answer this question, we need to systemically study inmates' political 

ambitions, political stances, and how they plan to become politically active. Scholars have not 

adequately dedicated research to figuring out how incarceration has affected inmates' political 

motivations. 

The research in this thesis is dedicated to determining whether incarceration increases or 

decreases an inmate's motivation to vote. To shed light on how politics operate within these 

facilities, I rely on inmate survey data from the Marshall Project Study (MPS). I hypothesize that 

there is a fundamental difference in the perception of incarceration and politics between blacks 

and whites. For black inmates, incarceration is a mobilizer to become politically active, 

suggesting they realize politics are the answer to fixing their situations. While for white inmates, 

incarceration demoralizes their optimism that politics is the answer for their situation. I postulate 

that because black prisoners were more likely to experience systemic racism before incarceration, 

they view incarceration as a symbolic representation of their mistreatment. As a result, they are 

fed up with their mistreatment and seek change through politics.  

I find that black inmates are more likely to discuss politics and be politically motivated 

than their white counterparts because of incarceration. Also, white inmates are more likely to 

develop a sense of learned helplessness while incarcerated, negatively affecting their political 

motivation. My results strongly suggest the prison experience differs between black and white 

inmates because black inmates experience higher levels of group consciousness and linked fated 

while white inmates lack similar experiences. Due to the heightened levels of group 

consciousness among black inmates, the prison positively affects their political motivation and 

makes them less likely to develop learned helplessness.  
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CHAPTER II 
 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

MISTREATMENT OF BLACKS AND INTERFERENCE WITH VOTING RIGHTS 

Klinker and Smith's (1999) research is centered on a question we unfortunately still ask 

today: Has the United States made meaningful progress towards equal racial justice? Historically, 

attempts for greater racial equality have three significant instances in U.S. history: The 

Emancipation Proclamation, the Reconstruction period after the Civil War, and the modern civil 

rights era after World War II (Klinker and Smith, 1999). However, after each attempt, the 

advances made were diminished with new racial hierarchies created to rival racial equality 

(Klinker and Smith, 1999). 

Reid (1866) detailed how reconstruction saw the emergence of southern discomfort from 

whites, who felt newly freed blacks behaved insubordinately. From southern discomfort birthed 

the Ku Klux Klan in 1866, which Lawrence (1872) finds has become a faction embodying 

southern Democrats. That faction effectively disenfranchised blacks by defying national 

government and reconstruction legislation. In addition to the Ku Klux Klan, blacks experienced 

segregation and repression by the emergence of Jim Crow laws and lynching. 

In truth, the American political structure has let down African Americans because there is 

continuous disregard for their rights and opinions; and the system has not protected them either
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Kousser (1999) holds institutions and their rules accountable for race relations in America. He 

attributes blame to the Constitution, the methods for aggregating votes into legislative seats, 

regulations issued by the executive branch of government, the actions of political parties, and the 

judiciary system as responsible for the struggles of racial equality (Kousser 1999, 1). The actions 

of institutions matter; for instance, Gurin et al. (1980) find that African Americans have a greater 

consciousness of inequity. That consciousness can then leads to a greater awareness of 

institutions as sources of poverty (Gurin et al. 1980). 

A crucial political institution that scholars must take a deeper look into is the judicial 

system. The judicial system is responsible for handing out convictions on state and federal levels 

and has used the criminal justice system as a deterrent to prevent minorities' use of their voting 

rights (Hench 1998). The judicial system also sets legal precedence by determining what is 

considered constitutional. Rulings can have unintended consequences that impact minority voting 

rights and their access to the ballot.  Hench (1998) argues that a disproportionate criminalization 

of minorities is due to rulings that set legal precedence, such as the Supreme Court's "color-blind" 

jurisprudence, which allows for specific Jim Crow laws to survive and diminish minority voting 

rights. Even when the Voting Rights Act was established, Hench (1998) states that the 

government had no urgency to produce change that would make ballots more accessible, and they 

prolonged solving issues surrounding disenfranchisement.  

Kousser (1999) states that minorities need protective institutions that are stable and 

generate incremental change. Destruction or neglect of these few institutions is extremely harmful 

because they are not quickly rebuilt, and minorities cannot afford the continuous change; 

therefore, protection is necessary (Kousser 1999). Legal precedence like "color-blind" 

jurisprudence is contradictory because they do not provide protection; instead, it suggests that 

minorities have the same rights as all other citizens, so there is no need for Congress or the courts 

to provide protection (Hench 1998). The Supreme Court's decision to create that precedence 
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makes the Voting Rights Act insubstantial (Hench 1998) because there is no need for minority 

voting rights to be protected by the government. Blacks suffer because the courts choose not to 

strengthen the minority vote and create equal representation between minority and majority 

interest (Hench, 1998).  

Historically, the winner-take-all system of the American political structure has 

overlooked minority vote interests, and without provisions in place, the balance has become 

uneven, leaving minority groups out of the loop (Guinier 1994; Klinkner and Smith 1999; 

Kousser 1999). The disparity in our electoral system is evident, as Hajnal (2009) discovers 

African Americans are more likely to end up as losers during elections. When looking at the 

presidential, senatorial, and gubernatorial elections simultaneously, black voters lose 41% of the 

time (Hajnal 2009).  

Scholarly research agrees that American political institutions have not done enough to 

protect minority voting rights, but could it also be argued that they have purposely diminished the 

minority vote through mass incarceration? I address the question below by considering 

incarceration's effect on voter turnout. 

THE NEGATIVE EFFECT OF INCARCERATION ON VOTING  

The effects of incarceration have become increasingly prevalent in the study of political 

participation. The term "mass incarceration" has become synonymous with the American criminal 

justice system due to the institution's continued growth since the 1970s (Clear and Austin 2009; 

Gerber et al. 2017; Travis, Western, and Redburn 2014). This growth has not been a product of 

more crime but policies implemented and practiced (Beckett 2018; Mauer 2011; Travis, Western, 

and Redburn 2014).  For example, Clear and Austin (2009) point out that from the 1970s to the 

present day, the United States has tripled the percentage of convicted felons and doubled the 

lengths of sentences. This growth can be traced to distinct policies like the "War on Drugs" 

(Alexander 2012; Mauer 2011). 
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Alexander (2012) argues that incarceration is the latest tactic against black Americans to 

ensure they cannot exercise their voting rights as citizens. Witherspoon (2007) agrees and 

suggests that incarceration replaces the Black Codes, which prohibited black citizens from 

accessing their voting rights. Alexander and Witherspoon's opinions are valid because, within this 

growth, the prison population has disproportionately consisted of citizens from poor and minority 

neighborhoods, mainly affecting America's marginalized population (Mauer 2011; White 2019).  

There is a consensus among the literature that incarceration has had a disproportionate 

effect on black citizens. White (2019) examines the disproportionate prison population and finds 

black men at higher risk of incarceration, and without a high school diploma or college education, 

the risk increases. Pettit and Western's (2004) findings are similar as they state that 60 percent of 

black men born from 1965-69 with no high school diploma experienced imprisonment before age 

30. Bonczar and Beck (1997) also conclude a glaring racial disparity among incarceration rates, 

as it is expected that 20 to 30 percent of all black adult males will experience prison compared to 

only 4.4 percent of their white male counterparts. Literature finds that due to the criminal justice 

system's disproportionate incarceration rate of minority citizens, their political power and 

participation have reduced (Alexander 2012; Gerber et al. 2017). An example of reduced political 

participation would be a state prohibiting ex-felons from voting through disfranchisement.  

Additionally, incarceration not only prevents citizens from voting but also skews political 

participation as well. Fifteen million formerly incarcerated citizens were eligible to vote in 2010 

(Shannon et al. 2017). An influx of participation from such a large group would have the ability 

to change the political landscape of many elections (Gerber et al. 2017). However, spending time 

in prison is counterproductive to this new crop of eligible voters. First, the availability of 

information, in general, is not as broad or assessable for inmates compared to a citizen in the 

outside community (Lehmann 2000). Because prison libraries operate as part of the carceral 

environment and not independently (Lehmann 2000; Singer 2000), prisoners cannot develop an 
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ideology free of interference like a regular citizen. Not only is the information limited, but an 

inmate's determination to gain knowledge is different from regular citizens as well. Chatman 

(1999) argued that inmates would only seek information outside their inner circle for three 

conditions: the information is critical, relevant, and their situation has become unfunctional. Most 

politics and laws do not affect prisoners and change regularly, so political information is more 

than likely not critical or relevant. These challenges make it difficult for a prisoner to fully form 

their political ideology or be aware of most politics when they are released. Prisoners need 

enough information to stay on top of policies and determine which candidates will benefit them 

or change the process of voting.  

Second, psychologically inmates are demobilized due to feelings of mistreatment by the 

system that cause distrust in government (Western 2006). These feelings are consistent with 

previous work finding that former inmates tend to vote at lower rates than citizens who have 

spent no time in prison (Gerber et al. 2017; Hjalmarsson and Lopez 2010).  

Moreover, several underlying issues stem from prison that inhibits people from voting 

once they are eligible. For example, multiple studies find that the criminal justice system can 

decrease political participation through reoccurring interactions, such as police stops or time in 

prison (Weaver and Lerman, 2010; 2014). Police interactions are highly likely, but Jäggi et al. 

(2016) find the threshold to be arrested as low. 35.5 percent of individuals reported going to jail 

upon arrest in their sample, yet only 7.7 percent served a prison sentence.  These interactions tend 

to reduce the already limited resources that citizens have and lower commitment to norms 

(Weaver and Lerman 2010; Western, 2006), making these frequent interactions costly. 

Consequently, most citizens who constantly come in contact with the criminal justice system 

come from at-risk communities (Weaver and Lerman 2010). Most academic research suggests 

this is because the criminal justice system is more punitive (Garland 2001; Phelps 2011) rather 

than rehabilitative.  
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We can conclude that incarceration is both punitive and disproportionately affects black 

Americans, but is it possible these two issues affect (incarcerated) black citizen's political 

motivation? Depressed motivation is problematic because the makeup of future elections will be 

compromised for years to come if blacks decide to participate no longer. On the other hand, 

stimulated motivation implies these black citizens have the will to participate in politics, but 

structural barriers prohibit them from doing so. Therefore, I must consider whether incarceration 

has altered the motivation of black prisoners.  

HOW GROUP CONSCIOUSNESS & LINKED FATE MIGHT IMPACT 

PRISONERS' INTEREST IN POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 

Previous research has not tested whether inmates experience group consciousness and 

linked fate. However, ample research details the effect of both on various races (Dawson 1994; 

Gurin et al. 1980; McClain et al. 2009), mainly black Americans. Austin, Middleton, and Yon 

(2012) define group consciousness based on three criteria: a common group identification as one 

race, a belief that their group is disadvantaged, and an abiding commitment to the race and ethnic 

coalitions (629). Miller et al. (1981) also distinguish that group consciousness is a separate 

concept from group identification because identification only indicates belonging to a particular 

stratum. Whereas group consciousness forms from ideological beliefs that stem from a group's 

social standing, and there is a recognition that elevating their status is made possible through 

collective action (Gurin et al. 1980; Jackman and Jackman 1973; McClain et al. 2009).  

Some people take collective action because an individual's consciousness persuades them 

that participation in political activities is advantageous for the group (Dawson 1994). Miller et al. 

(1981) also argue that contrary to Verba and Nie (1972), there needs to be a distinction between 

group consciousness and group identification because a shared identity with a particular group 

does not mean that one also believes the group is lacking relevant resources compared to other 

groups (495).  
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There is a consensus in the literature that four components make up group consciousness: 

group identification, polar affect, polar power, and system blame (Austin, Middleton, and Yon 

2012; Dawson 1994; McClain et al. 2009; Miller et al. 1981). Miller et al. (1981) offer a brief 

explanation of the four components (496):  

Group identification: a psychological feeling of belonging to a particular social stratum. 

Cognitive factors are associated with these feelings that create awareness among 

members in the same social stratum but not with individuals in a differing social stratum. 

Polar affect: a preference for members of one's own group and a dislike for those outside 

the group.  

Polar power: expressed satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the group's current status, 

power, or material resources in relation to that of outside groups.  

Individual vs. system blame: the belief that the responsibility for a group's low status in 

society is attributable to an individual's failings or inequities in the social system. This 

component is closely related to an awareness of status deprivation.  

Miller et al. (1981) also presumed these four components created a political ideology that 

led to participation. These four conditions in conjunction lead to an alliance by the group to use 

the election process as their means for change because they are not satisfied with their status in 

society (Miller et al. 1981).  

The psychological phenomenon underlying group consciousness is a subjective class 

identification attributed to a person's perception of their position in a status hierarchy (Jackman 

and Jackman 1973). Those perceptions create group consciousness because people have the 

awareness to notice their similar social stratum (Gurin et al. 1980), creating a shared group 

identification as a race. The group's interest can be rooted in grievance, frustration, or discontent 
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with their status and feel structural forces are causing these emotions (Gurin et al. 1980), 

effectively fostering a belief that the group is disadvantaged.  

Group consciousness originated as a model used to measure the political participation of 

minorities, specifically blacks, in comparison with whites (Leighley and Vedlitz 1999). However, 

there have been two main disputes surrounding group consciousness literature. First, scholars 

question the validity of group consciousness as a model for accurately measuring black political 

participation. Some scholars find that group consciousness among blacks is correlated to political 

participation (Dawson1994; Miller et al. 1981), whereas others find that black group 

consciousness is not a predictor of political engagement (Leighley and Vedlitz 1999; Wilcox and 

Gomez 1990). Research would suggest that group consciousness does drive black participation as 

despite varying financial and social stratums, blacks tend to vote based on the group's interest 

(Austin, Middleton, and Yon 2011; Dawson1994; Uhlaner, Cain, and Kiewiet 1989). 

Secondly, research has debated whether the application of group consciousness to other 

races is appropriate. Sanchez and Vargas (2016) argue that using group consciousness in a 

multidimensional approach is acceptable when applied to blacks, but more analytical concerns 

arise when used for other racial and ethnic populations. Additionally, McClain et al. (2009) 

expressed that caution should be taken when trying to use concepts designed to understand the 

mindset of blacks as a result of their oppressive history in America (479). Despite some 

skepticism, scholars tested this question of group consciousness primarily with Latinx citizens 

(Leighley and Vedlitz 1999; Masuoka 2006; Sanchez 2008; Stokes 2003) and Asian Americans 

(Leighley and Vedlitz 1999; Lin 2020; Masuoka 2006). 

Sanchez (2008) finds that Latinx citizens who experience similar discrimination as blacks 

establish a commonality between the races, which leads to group consciousness influencing their 

attitudes toward blacks. These findings mean that specific Latinx citizens are not heavily focused 
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on preserving their own culture and instead relate more to the black experience (Sanchez 2008). 

This divide creates an issue in measuring group consciousness because of the various pan-ethnic 

identities within Latinx culture (Portes and Truelove 1987). There is a clear divide among the 

Latinx community that feels a sense of commonality with blacks and experiences group 

consciousness versus those that do not. For instance, Stokes (2003) finds that historically in 

America, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans have experienced discrimination at a higher frequency 

than Cubans and are more likely to feel a loss of opportunity. Both of which are predictors of 

group consciousness. Also, to further highlight the diversity within Latinx culture, research has 

found Latinos tend to harbor negative stereotypes towards blacks (Johnson, Ferrell, and Guinn 

1997; McClain et al. 2006; Mindiola, Niemann and Rodriguez 2002).  

Additionally, some questions arise about the diverse pan-ethnic identities among Asian 

Americans as well. Research finds that Asian Americans are likely to deny experiences of 

discrimination (Dhingra 2003; O'Brien 2008), which is essential to measuring racial group 

consciousness. For example, when Masuoka (2006) used a group consciousness index to test for 

pan-ethnic consciousness among Asians, six out of seven ethnicities had a majority of 

respondents that perceived no group consciousness. Like Latinx citizens, studies show that Asian 

Americans harbor negative stereotypes towards blacks (Johnson, Farrell, and Guinn 1997). Still, 

McClain et al. (2009) note that research detailing the racial identities of Asian Americans is 

relatively new, so scholars must recognize the potential problems they face when using specific 

measures. 

Though there is not much research about white group consciousness, white racial identity 

could affect white inmates, similar to group consciousness for minority inmates. Research on 

white racial identity and collective action has mainly focused on the formation of white 

supremacist movements (Hughey 2010; McDermott and Samson 2005). The social interactions 

shape interest and persuade recruits to align with the goals of an organization (McDermott and 
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Samson 2005). Wong and Cho (2005) address the failure of research not examining the racial 

identity of average white Americans but instead focusing on their racial identity as a deterrent for 

improving social inequality. Wong and Cho (2005) also use National Election Studies data from 

1972-2000, and while most of their analyses yield no significance, they did find that a little over 

half of white Americans said they felt a sense of racial identity. White Americans feel some sense 

of closeness that may lead to collective action, but more research needs to be conducted explicitly 

using measures of group consciousness. 

Another component to group consciousness is linked fate. Although the two terms have 

been used interchangeably in the past, contemporary work considers them separate measures for 

racial and ethnic minority populations (McClain et al. 2009; Sanchez and Vargas 2016). Linked 

fate is a separate measure because it refers to a phase of identification where individuals develop 

a sense of closeness with others who share in their group label (Dawson 1994; Simien 2005). 

Because individuals develop a sense of closeness, they begin to believe that one individual's 

actions in life are intertwined with the group as a whole and vice versa (Simien 2005). Dawson 

(1994) used linked fate to explain African American's "politically homogenous" support of 

specific political policies (6, 87). Studies also find that linked fate is more strongly associated 

with blacks (McClain et al. 2009; Miller et al. 1981). Even more, Gurin et al. (1980) found blacks 

to have the strongest political consciousness and commitment to collective action; blacks were 

twice as likely as whites to feel close and six times more likely to feel the closest to their racial 

group. 

 Black inmates likely experience group consciousness and linked fate due to findings in 

previous research, but how can a lack of group consciousness or linked fate affect white inmates? 

I examine the complications of mental health within prisons and white inmates that may be 

vulnerable to those complications. 
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LEARNED HELPLESSNESS DECREASES INMATE'S MOTIVATION TO 

VOTE 

Mental health illness is a reoccurring issue when dealing with inmates. Inmates are two to 

three times more likely to experience mental illness than the general population (Roskes and 

Feldman 1999). Soderstrom (2007) found that in 2001 the Georgia Department of Corrections 

had 38% of all mental health cases report as depression, which led all diagnoses. Soderstrom 

(2007) also believed that other states would report similar findings despite not having universal 

statistics for all states. These findings are troubling because depression is highly correlated to 

learned helplessness (LP) (Miller and Seligman 1975; Seligman 1972), meaning a substantial 

number of inmates are at risk for developing LP. As a result, prison creates an environment 

conducive for inmates to experience learned helplessness.  

Learned helplessness was initially used to describe a stunt in an animal's ability to 

develop adaptive behaviors due to uncontrollable trauma (Seligman 1972). However, research 

began to test whether humans were able to experience a similar loss of motivation. Miller and 

Seligman (1975) conducted an experiment that induced learned helplessness on depressed and 

non-depressed college students, finding that depressed students adapted poorly. Seligman (1972) 

states there are parallels between the two conditions because depression is characterized by a 

negative cognitive set, meaning individuals disbelieve their actions create success (411).  

The learned helplessness theory posits that uncontrollable outcomes result in 

motivational, cognitive, and emotional deficits (Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale 1978; Maier 

and Seligman 1976). Maier and Seligman (1976) offer explanations for all three conditions (10, 

13, 15):  
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Motivation: uncontrollable aversive events produce deterioration in readiness to respond 

actively to trauma. 

Cognitive: experience with uncontrollable events produces difficulty learning that 

reattempts create success. These events hinder their perception of control. 

Emotional: depressed affects are stemming from learning that the outcomes of a situation 

are uncontrollable.
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CHAPTER III 
 

 

THEORY  

 

My research contributes to this literature by assessing whether inmates experience 

motivation due to being incarcerated, specifically the differences between black and white 

inmates. The struggle for black voting rights is a portion of why black inmates view prison 

differently than white inmates. For black inmates, incarceration is thought of as a system meant to 

continue suppressing black voting rights. Throughout American history, there has been a 

concerted effort in hindering or restricting black Americans from exercising their rights. Despite 

the multitude of amendments and laws passed to generate equality, we still see a loss in political 

power for blacks. Black Americans have concluded that American institutions are not made to 

help or protect them but instead oppress them. For blacks, incarceration is seen as another 

institution designed to restrict their voting rights. Evident by the fact that incarceration 

disenfranchises those imprisoned, and black Americans make up a disproportionate amount of the 

prison population.  

 Blacks are skeptical of the true purpose of the criminal justice system, especially mass 

incarceration. Throughout the American history of institutions, there are multiple examples where 

blacks were derailed from progressing as a community. Also, it would be hard to ignore the fact 

that incarceration is seen as the only legal justification for slavery in the Constitution, further 

stoking the skepticism blacks harbor for the criminal justice system. The literature suggests an 
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issue with the American criminal justice system, too, as prisons no longer center around 

rehabilitative ideals but instead punitive (Garland 2001). Prison is perceived as an institution that 

discourages citizens from politically participating because the system is more about punishment. 

However, it may be the case that discouraging minority citizens backfire once they arrive in 

prison. Instead, during their sentence, the minority population is motivated to participate 

politically and change the system.  

The mistreatment of blacks as a group by institutions is a significant factor in why they 

experience higher levels of group consciousness and linked fate than whites (Dawson 1994; 

Simien 2005). Incarceration is not the only institution that makes blacks feel mistreated, but 

somewhat further conviction in their belief that American institutions are against them. 

Incarceration becomes another example of the constant effort to oppress black Americans and put 

them in a lower stratum. Following reference group theory (RGT), Miller et al. (1981) assume 

that objective deprivation promotes group consciousness when members of a subordinate stratum 

use the dominant stratum to compare and express discontent with their group's influence relative 

to that of the outgroup.  

Considering the RGT and racial disparity among inmates in incarceration, I suspect black 

inmates compare their status within the prison to whites and notice the glaring disparities. 

Therefore, black inmates are more likely to experience group consciousness because of 

mistreatment by American institutions and their social standing within prison compared to white 

inmates. After mistreatment by American political institutions, it would be reasonable to expect 

that black inmates do not want to participate in politics. However, I employ Riker and 

Ordershook's (1968) rational choice theory of voting to explain their motivation. Riker and 

Ordershook's rational choice model builds off Down's (1957) calculus of voting theory,             

R= (BP) – C.  
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A brief definition of the variables is:  

R: reward is given for voting. 

B: differential benefits in utilities compared to the preferred or least preferred candidate 

winning. 

P: the probability that voting will get the individual the benefit. 

C: the cost of voting. 

Aldrich (1993) recognizes that there is a benefit from voting, but it is rare for voting to be 

in an individual's best interest. Riker and Ordershook (1968) argue that the missing variable from 

the equation is D, being the psychological benefit of fulfilling an individual's duty as a citizen. 

The most important psychological benefit for individuals voting is to know they affirmed their 

partisan preference and stood up for the candidate they supported. If D is more than C for a voter, 

then R can be calculated as positive, but if C is more than D, R is considered zero or negative. 

The psychological benefits change how rewarding it is for an individual to vote. I assume that 

black inmates are motivated despite their distrust of political institutions because the 

psychological benefits (D) of standing for change and the reward (R) for enacting change in 

legislation outweigh the cost (C) associated with dealing with structural barriers.  

Due to the calculus of voting among black inmates, I suspect that incarceration motivates 

them to participate in politics because they are less likely to develop learned helplessness and 

more likely to develop group consciousness or linked fate. I expect to find shared political 

motivation among prisoners because previous research has suggested that group consciousness 

increases political participation (Miller et al. 1981; Sanchez 2006; Stokes 2003). Prison is a 

unique environment that generally sees the formation of informal social groups (Caldwell 1955). 
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Informal social groups provide perfect conditions to foster group consciousness because they 

naturally form out of similar social attitudes, social values, and mutual interests (Caldwell 1955, 

649). Thus, I theorize that black inmates are more likely to develop group consciousness because 

they have more political discussions, which I conceptualize as motivational discussion. I define 

motivational discussion and diagram below.  

Motivational Discussion: The ability to transfer political motivation among individuals 

through group-based discussion. The effect is a proxy of group consciousness as it can create a 

collective group thinking, but the discussion is not just between individuals that are motivated to 

participate politically. Instead, motivation from an individual during the discussion can influence 

another individual who is not motivated.  

An example of motivational discussion would be an inmate who is tired of the status quo 

but not knowledgeable about the change made through politics. During a discussion with a 

motivated inmate educated on politics, such as voter enfranchisement, the inmate would be 

presented with explanations on how politics works.  That conversation leads to the inmate 

understanding that the status quo is only changed through legislation and is motivated to 

participate in politics. As you can see in diagrams 1 and 2, the inmate wants to change, but the 

difference in establishing political motivation is having the discussion necessary to become 

acclimated with politics.  

Diagram 1 of Motivational Discussion 

Inmate Tired Of Status Quo    Wants Change   No Knowledge of 

Politics      Has No Political Motivation 
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Diagram 2 Of Motivational Discussion 

Inmate Tired Of Status Quo            Wants Change         No Knowledge of 

Politics        Discusses Politics with Knowledgeable Inmate                  Becomes Politically 

Motivated  

Motivational discussion allows for black inmates to voice their discontent with their 

treatment by American institutions. The discussion leads to an understanding that collective 

action has to be taken to improve their predicament. Therefore, black inmates do not view the 

experience of prison as demobilizing instead: 

Hypothesis 1a: Black inmates experience increased political motivation due to political 

discussions throughout their incarceration experience.  

Hypothesis 1b: Black inmates experience decreased learned helplessness due to political 

discussions throughout their incarceration experience.  

While current literature posits that group consciousness is more strongly associated with 

blacks, I suspect that group consciousness is possible for whites in prison. This consciousness is 

because incarceration is a unique experience that isolates inmates from the U.S. population. 

However, I do not find it likely that the white inmates experience group consciousness at a 

similar rate to black inmates. Miller et al. (1981) distinguish between group identification and 

political group identification, the former being about individuals' perceived location in the social 

stratum and the latter being politically aware of their position and the need for collective action. 

White inmates may experience higher levels of group identification due to recognizing their 

social status as prisoners. The lack of political group identification among white inmates could be 

explained if white inmates do not discuss politics as often as black inmates.  
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As a result of white inmates not discussing politics, they do not view incarceration as a 

political motivator. Instead, I suspect they are more likely to succumb to learned helplessness for 

two reasons. First, there is a consensus among researchers that depression is correlated to learned 

helplessness. Inmates who deal with mental illness are likely to report dealing with depression. 

Thus, I assume a large portion of inmates are depressed, and experience learned helplessness. I 

theorize that white inmates are more likely to succumb to learned helplessness because research 

has found that white inmates experience more mental health issues than blacks (Johnson 1976; 

1981; Jones 1976). Because white inmates are more at-risk for mental health issues, they are 

likely to experience depression and learned helplessness.  

 Second, black and white inmates do not experience similar levels of learned helplessness 

because of their different experiences with the criminal justice system. For blacks, the presence 

and confrontation with the criminal justice system are more constant than whites (White 2019). I 

suspect that because black inmates have experienced more uncontrollable situations, they are less 

likely to experience learned helplessness in prison and instead are motivated to change their 

situation politically. Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale (1978) find that when individuals feel 

helpless, they will ask themselves why they are helpless. The individual places the cause and 

blame for their situation, affecting their feelings of helplessness and deficits to cognitive, 

emotional, and motivational levels (Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale 1978). During their 

sentence, when the incarcerated population asks why, I suspect incarceration becomes a 

demobilizing effect for whites. If white inmates are developing learned helplessness, they are 

likely not to view incarceration as motivation to participate politically. Therefore, white inmates 

are not likely to engage in political discussions, and incarceration has a demobilizing effect on 

white inmates: 
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Hypothesis 2a: White inmates experience decreased political motivation due to a lack of 

political discussions throughout their incarceration experience.  

Hypothesis 2b: White inmates experience increased learned helplessness due to a lack of 

political discussions throughout their incarceration experience.  

I also suspect that because black inmates are experiencing group consciousness or linked 

fate, which leads them to discuss politics more often as a group compared to the white inmates, 

their political opinions are influenced differently:  

Hypothesis 3a: Black inmates use their race to inform their political opinions. 

Hypothesis 3b: White inmates do not use their race to inform their political opinion.  

Based on extant research, these results would strengthen hypotheses 1 and 2 because if 

black inmates are experiencing group consciousness or linked fate, then their political opinions 

should be influenced by their racial self-identification in some capacity. The opposite should 

apply to white inmates that are not experiencing group consciousness or linked fate.     

The final test for my theory that political discussions contribute to black inmates being 

politically motivated and white inmates experiencing no motivation is a mediation analysis. I 

suspect that political discussions are the medium for group consciousness to become political 

motivation. I already hypothesized that political discussions do affect inmate political motivation, 

but a mediational analysis will show how influential discussions are on political motivation:  

Hypothesis 4: Discussion mediates the effect of race on motivation to participate 

politically, such that black inmates (compared to white inmates) are more likely to 

participate in political discussion and are subsequently more likely to vote.
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CHAPTER IV 
 

 

DATA AND METHODS 

 

To assess the political efficacy of incarcerated citizens, I analyze data from the 2020 

Marshall Project Study (MPS). The MPS collected over 8,000 survey responses using digital 

surveys and paper surveys from December 2019 to March 2020. The survey collected 

respondents' political attitudes, ideologies, motivations, voting behavior, and party affiliation. The 

MPS sample contains 974 African Americans, 3873 Whites, and 435 Hispanic or Latinx inmates. 

The sample's gender composition is 440 women and 5178 male inmates. Note that, due to missing 

data, the quantities do not necessarily add up to 8,000 respondents in the analysis presented here. 

While this data gives us much-needed insight into the opinions of a hard-to-reach 

population, they are nevertheless limited in several ways. First, because the MPS were still 

receiving surveys when they made the data available, the data is not weighted to represent the 

incarcerated population. Moreover, because the survey is administered to the incarcerated, the 

ability to obtain a nationally representative sample of prison is much more challenging. There is 

no census or standard operating procedure for surveying (or sampling) inmates to break down 

their population accurately. Even if there were a census of American inmates, there is still no 

guarantee that the inmates would fill out the census.
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While the incarcerated sample in the survey may not represent the inmate population 

generally, my intent – in this thesis – is to document differences between racial sub-groups; not to 

generalize to the inmate population.  

 Additionally, the sample size is large enough to find valid differences between black and 

white inmates sufficiently. Because this study focuses on white and black inmates, which are the 

two largest racial sub-samples in these data, I have a sufficient sample size to detect even minor 

effects. 

VARIABLE MEASUREMENT 

Independent Variable 

The key independent variable necessary to test my hypotheses is inmates' racial self-

identification. Race is measured as inmates answering whether they are black, white, Latinx, or 

other. Those that answered as other were coded to missing as there is no way to figure out their 

race in the sample. While I believe there is importance in including Latinx inmates, there was no 

large enough sample size to detect statistical significance. Another issue that arises from using the 

MPS regarding race is that there was no option for these inmates to identify as biracial. Previous 

research details the struggle with identity that bi-racial Americans deal with as they mature 

(Davenport 2016). Additionally, Latins may identify as black or white too (Golash-Boza and 

Darity 2008). It would have been best not to force these inmates to pick one race because race has 

become more nuanced. Also, allowing inmates to select more than one racial self-identification 

would give a better perspective on how bi-racial inmates are accepted in prison and whether they 

tend to gravitate towards the feelings of black or white inmates. 
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Dependent Variables 

The first outcome variable I study in my analyses is political motivation. MPS asked 

respondents whether they felt incarceration was motivating them to become politically active.  

The question asked: What impact has incarceration had on your motivation to vote? I recoded the 

survey responses to correspond with numbers which were: (0) decreased motivation to vote, (1) 

slightly decreased motivation to vote, (2) no impact, (3) slightly increased motivation to vote, (4) 

increased motivation to vote, and (5) NA. I recoded the variable such that all NA (5) responses 

were treated as missing. Once recoded, I translated the answers into the variable political 

motivation to probe incarceration's effect on inmates' desire to vote. I then used the variable to 

test Hypotheses 1 and 2. Political motivation is vital to understanding if these inmates want to 

participate in politics outside of prison. Therefore, the measurement was ideal for my hypotheses 

because I could get a direct answer from the inmates on whether incarceration was politically 

motivating. The variable shows the difference in how black and white inmates are coping with 

incarceration.  

 Second, I analyzed the outcome variable political discussions. The MPS recorded how 

often inmates reported they had discussions about politics with family, friends, and other inmates. 

Their question was: How often do you discuss politics with family, friends, or others who are 

incarcerated? I recoded the variable asking about discussing politics as well so they would 

correspond as: (1) never, (2) rarely, (3) occasionally, (4) frequently, (5) very frequently, and (6) 

NA. I placed the answer NA (6) as missing. After I recoded the answers, I converted the inmates' 

answers into a political discussion variable. The variable then was used to test Hypotheses 1,2, 

and 4. The variable is a vital component of determining group consciousness among inmates. 

Discussing politics among each other indicates that not only are inmates politically motivated, but 

they also want to change their predicament. 
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Next, my analysis focused on racial identity informing political opinions. The MPS 

gauged the influence of inmates' racial identity by asking: How much does your racial identity 

inform your political views in prison? For my racial identity variable, I recoded the survey 

answers as (0) not at all, (1) not sure, (2) somewhat, (3) a great deal, and (4) NA. All survey 

answers that were NA (4) were treated as missing too. After the variable was recoded, I used it to 

test hypotheses 3a and 3b. The data collection I recoded did not include a direct measure of group 

consciousness. However, because group consciousness is the commitment to collective action in 

the group's best interest (Miller et al. 1978, 18), racial identity influencing political opinions is 

necessary for a racial group to take collective action. Also, Dawson (1994) attributed political 

group-based interests to individuals' connectedness to their racial group. Meaning if racial 

identity informs your political views, then it is likely that you are more concerned with political 

decisions affecting the racial group rather than the individual.  

 Lastly, I note the tradeoffs posed by measuring my dependent variables in this way. My 

dependent variables are not objective measures of political participation; instead, they gauge the 

inmate's perceptions of their future involvement in politics. Norton, Lindrooth, and Ennett (2002) 

find that measures of perception in survey data can lead to conflicting results. The difficulty with 

measuring perception is that all survey respondents do not evaluate their behavior similarly. For 

example, an individuals' motivation to complete a personal goal is not an objective trait. Inmates 

may determine how motivated they are and what constitutes motivation differently. Is an inmate 

with a five-year plan to regain their voting rights more motivated than an inmate with a one-year 

plan to do so? It is difficult to give a consistent self-review of a subjective trait. Because an 

inmate has to determine how motivated they are, there are inconsistencies with their perceptions 

as a sample, which can affect results. 
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Despite the possibility of inaccurate reporting, perception is nevertheless helpful because 

political participation is predicated on perception. Citizens perceive their status, calculate their 

benefits, and make political decisions, whether turning out to vote or picking a candidate to elect. 

Citizens have to feel a sense of civic duty to want to be involved in politics (Riker and Ordeshook 

1968). These may not be objective measures, but they explain the reasoning behind why some 

inmates may not want to participate in politics. Their absence from politics is used to find and test 

a more objective measure, but we have to understand why we came away with those results.   

 Ultimately, I believe that the benefits of measuring perceived motivation outweigh its 

potential cost. My work is less concerned with these inmates' actions because they cannot act on 

their urges while incarcerated. Instead, my thesis is focusing on feelings toward politics and what 

incarceration does to those feelings. Feelings are sometimes not based on fact or an objective 

measure, and people establish their feelings through their perception of a situation. Therefore, it is 

appropriate for my thesis that I did look at inmate's perceptions of the effects of being 

incarcerated. 

Control Variables 

There were five demographic variables used as controls, which include the respondents' 

length in the facility ( coded as (0) for "10 years or less" and (1) for "over 10 years"), highest 

educational attainment (coded as (1) for high school or GED or less, (2) for 

Trade/technical/vocational training, (3) is an associate degree, and (4) is a college degree or 

more),  their age ( coded as (1) for 35 or younger and (2) for 36 or older), support for the 

Democratic Party ( coded as (0) for no and (1) for yes), or support for the Republican Party 

(coded as (0) for no and (1) for yes). 
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CHAPTER V 
 

 

RESULTS 

 

First, I will begin my analysis by offering a test of hypotheses 1a, 1b, 2a, and 2b.  I ran an 

ordered logistic regression model presented in Figure 1 that assessed how frequently inmates 

discussed politics. I find there is a difference in how frequently black and white inmates discuss 

politics. Figure 1 demonstrates that black inmates are more likely to discuss politics than white 

inmates. The results are the first piece of evidence to support hypotheses 1a, 1b, 2a, and 2b. 

Figure 1's findings are consistent with hypotheses 1a and 1b, as black inmates (.26, p <.05) were 

positively and significantly more likely to discuss politics. Figure 1 results are consistent with 

hypotheses 2a and 2b as well—white inmates (-.21, p <.05) were negatively and significantly less 

likely to discuss politics. The findings suggest that black inmates are more prone to have political 

discussions in comparison to white inmates. Additionally, Figure 1 supports motivational 

discussion, as the concept is based on the notion that inmates want to have political discussions. 

Based on the results, if black inmates have motivational discussions as a group, they should be 

motivated to participate in politics.
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Figure 1. The Effect of Incarceration on How often Inmates Discuss Politics 

Note. Estimates (dots) are ordered logistic regression model (ologit) coefficients. Lines 

extending out from each one represents 95% confidence intervals. The outcome variable 

determines the likelihood of an inmate discussing politics.  

Haven given evidence in support of 1a and 1b, I continue my analysis to offer further 

support for 1a and 1b. To do so, I determine if black inmates were more likely to be politically 

motivated. I accomplished this analysis by running an ordered logistic regression model with 

interactive terms between race and time spent in prison. According to the results in Figure 2.1, I 

find that black inmates (.41, p <.05) were positively and significantly more likely to view 

incarceration as motivation to vote. The interaction between black inmates and time spent in 

prison is not significant, meaning black inmates do not lose political motivation regardless of 

serving longer stints in prison. This finding would suggest that black inmates do not succumb to 

learned helplessness but instead retain their motivation as a group. Based on the results provided 

in Figure 2.1, there is enough evidence to accept Hypotheses 1a and 1b. Existing literature posits 

that minority populations are negatively affected by contact with the criminal justice system 

(Weaver and Lerman, 2010; 2014), which may ultimately impact whether they turn out to vote. 

However, my findings in Figure 2.1 demonstrate that black inmates' experiences with the carceral 

state may lead them to be more politically motivated.  
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Figure 2.1 Interactive Model between Black Inmates’ Motivation to Vote and 

Incarcerated Over Ten Years 

Note. Estimates (dots) are ordered logistic regression model (ologit) coefficients. Lines 

extending out from each one represents 95% confidence intervals. The coefficients were put into an 

interactive model to highlight the direct effect of time in prison on a black inmate’s motivation to 

vote. 

Next, I test 2a and 2b using an ordered logistic regression model with interactive terms 

between race and time spent in prison. In my analysis, I gauge whether white inmates were more 

likely to be politically motivated. Based on the findings in Figure 2.2, white inmates (-.15, p 

<.05) were negatively and significantly less likely to be politically motivated by incarceration. 

The interaction term between white inmates and time spent in prison worsened their motivation (-

.22, p <.05), as longer stints in prison decreased their political motivation. The results support 2a, 

and 2b, specifically that white inmates develop learned helplessness while incarcerated and 

become too demobilized to want to participate in politics. The longer they spend within a prison, 

the more learned helplessness sets in and discourage white inmates from politics. 
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Figure 2.2 Interactive Model between White Inmates’ Motivation to Vote and Incarcerated 

Over Ten Years 

Note. Estimates (dots) are ordered logistic regression model (ologit) coefficients. Lines extending 

out from each one represents 95% confidence intervals. The coefficients were put into an 

interactive model to highlight the direct effect of time in prison on a white inmate’s motivation to 

vote. 

Also, I add to the hypotheses by presenting inmate's motivation as a predicted probability 

in Figure 2.3. I conducted the predicted probability model for Figure 2.3 because of well-known 

difficulties determining effects' substantive magnitude from logistic regression coefficients.  

Figure 2.3 displays the predicted probability an inmate answered that incarceration motivated 

them to vote. According to Figure 2.3, white inmates had different motivation levels than all other 

inmates when serving over ten years in prison. For all other inmates, they were predicted to say 

incarceration motivated them to vote 64% of the time compared to 46% for white inmates, an 

18% percent difference. The results of Figures 2.3 provide further support to accept the 

hypotheses by showcasing the vast difference in how black and white inmates deal with 

incarceration, specifically white's loss of motivation. 
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Figure 2.3 Incarceration’s Effect on Inmates’ Motivation to Vote 

Note. Probabilities are margins plot. All other covariates in prediction model are held at their 

sample mean.  Lines represent 95 confidence intervals.  

My fourth statistical analysis uses an ordered logistic regression model, shown in Figure 

3, to present support for hypotheses 3a and 3b.  Figure 3 focuses on the differing viewpoints that 

black and white inmates have regarding identity politics. The findings from Figure 3 show that 

black inmates were positively and significantly (.90, p <.05) more likely to have political views 

informed by their race, while white inmates were negatively and significantly (-.34 p <.05) less 

likely to do so. The evidence from Figure 3 infers that black inmates experience some aspect of 

group consciousness or linked fate, while white inmates experience less of a tie to their race. 

Black inmates feeling that their race impacts their political opinion further explains why they are 

more likely to be politically motivated by prison. Linked fate influences political actions based on 

the perception of the racial group's interest (Dawson 1994; McClain et al. 2009; Tate 1994). The 

measure used in Figure 3 may capture an aspect of link fate because black inmates recognize their 

race must play a part in their political decisions. As a response to having more discussions, black 

inmates' political views are influenced by their race, whereas white inmates lack motivational 

discussions, and their race does not influence their political views. Since black inmates find 
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commonality among each other through discussion, they create a feeling of closeness that leads 

them to believe their fate is intertwined as a group. That closeness means black inmates want to 

do what is in the best interest of the group. 

Figure 3. The Effect of Incarceration on Whether the Inmates’ Race Informs Their Political 

Views 

Note. Estimates (dots) are ordered logistic regression model (ologit) coefficients. Lines extending 

out from each one represents 95% confidence intervals. Outcome variables determine the 

likelihood of an inmate allowing their race to inform their political opinion.  

Lastly, I conducted an observation mediation analysis in STATA with the package 

"medeff" to further test the connection between race and political motivation (H4) but explained 

through political discussions as a mediator. Imai and colleagues (2011) recommended that each 

stage of the mediation model be controlled for all variables included in the models used to 

produce Figures 1-3.  

Mediation analyses suggest that the percentage of the total effect of being a black inmate 

versus a white inmate (total effect: 16.1%) explained through political discussion (indirect effect: 

3.1%) was 19.7%. This is indicative of partial mediation, supporting hypothesis 4. For black 

inmates, their motivation to vote was partially explained through their tendency to have political 

discussions, which indicates some aspect of group consciousness or linked fate. As a result, black 
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inmates are more inclined to speak about politics, which increases their motivation to vote. 

Through discussions, they become politically motivated by their prison experiences.  
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CHAPTER VI 

 

LIMITATIONS 

 

Before concluding, I must address several limitations within my thesis. First, there are the 

issues pertaining to my data sample. I could not conduct my own survey with incarcerated 

citizens, so I did not directly influence the way the data was collected. Although the research 

focuses on the differences among black and white inmates, I would have preferred to have 

analyzed Hispanic and Asian inmates more closely. Inherently, inmates are a complex population 

to survey, so the respondent pools are not guaranteed representative samples. The issue of 

representative samples becomes even more problematic with ethnicities with smaller populations 

than black and white, such as Asian Americans. Still, Asian Americans were not given a clear 

option for their race, so they likely marked themselves as others. Unfortunately, I had to treat 

others as missing, as there was no way to figure out what the inmate’s actual ethnicity was. Due 

to an insufficient sample size of Hispanic inmates in the data sample, I lack the statistical power 

necessary to detect significant relationships within the data. It should be pointed out that the 

survey did not allow for inmates to mark multiple ethnicities as their race. Davenport (2016) 

explained in his research the emergence of multicultural citizens and how they may form their 

own political opinions separate from the ethnicity identified by the individual. Future research 

should aim to include a larger sample size of Hispanic, Asian, or multi-racial inmates.  
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In addition to imprecision for measuring racial self-identification, there was an 

insufficient sample size of women. My thesis focuses on male inmates because there were not 

enough women in the sample3. Although I was not able to study women, they do play an 

important role in elections. In general, women, specifically women of color, tend to vote 

Democratic. It would be intriguing to analyze whether incarcerated women of color demonstrate 

the same togetherness in voting for one party and if they are motivated to engage in politics. 

Existing literature does not exclude women from experiencing group consciousness and linked 

fate; therefore, I suspect that future studies will find similar results to mine about black male 

inmate's political motivation.  

Next, another limitation I faced was an insufficient classification of inmate's conviction 

sentence length. The MPS separated inmates by those who served under ten years and over ten 

years. However, this is not enough classification to deem which prisoners serving under ten years 

are felons versus those serving time for a misdemeanor. There needs to be a distinction because 

inmates serving time for a misdemeanor do not lose their right to vote. Felonies are typically 

classified as a criminal offense punishable by a minimum of one year. An inmate in the survey 

could be serving a 9-month sentence for a misdemeanor crime, but in the MPS survey, he would 

be grouped in with felons serving less than ten years. My findings of political motivation among 

black inmates and demobilization of white inmates are still crucial for those inmates that did not 

lose their voting rights because that means elections will have voters highly motivated from their 

experience in prison. Despite the lack of clarification, Shannon et al. (2017) find that statistically, 

people with felony convictions account for 8 % of all adults and 33 % of the African American 

adult male population (Shannon et al. 2017, 1795). My findings of political motivation should 

                                                           
3 To clarify, Figure 1 does control for gender, which means some inmates do not identify as men. 

However, the sample of inmates not identifying as men either answered as other or women. Those who 

answered as other were set to missing because there is no way to determine their actual sex. Moreover, 

women were constantly omitted when running my regression models. Therefore, aside from Figure 1, all 

other models are restricted to just men. 



39 

 

apply to these large percentages of the incarcerated population. As studies continue to research 

inmate political opinions, there should be a precise classification of convictions.    

Fourth, the measures used in the MPS do not directly measure group consciousness or 

linked fate. The measures do, however, uncover an aspect of group consciousness, more 

specifically group identification. From the results, it is clear that black inmates create their 

ideological beliefs based on their race.  Nonetheless, if I could expand on this research, I would 

survey inmates with actual measurements of group consciousness and linked fate used in previous 

literature.  

Lastly, there are two subjects that research should expand upon from my thesis. The first 

is group consciousness or linked fate among all prisoners as a group. It may be of interest to find 

whether prison has socialized inmates enough to where they believe the actions of one inmate 

directly change what happens to all prisoners. Socializing agents are influential to the 

development of political attitudes, and prison may be one of the strongest conditions that a citizen 

could experience. Prison is a dynamic environment that differs from the norms of the free 

population. Prison culture establishes an "inmate code" that forces all prisoners to abide by those 

norms (Tewksbury 2006), so acclimation is necessary. Due to the acclamation, inmates become 

somewhat uniform in their thoughts and actions, and perhaps this uniformity leads to group 

consciousness.   

Second, my research addresses incarcerated inmates, but scholars should expand and look 

at formerly incarcerated citizens. Future studies could determine if there is a correlation between 

lack of political participation from former inmates, the severity of state disenfranchisement laws, 

and how that applies to former prisoner's cost-benefit analysis for engaging in politics.  My 

research answers how inmates feel while in prison, but new studies are needed to understand what 

happens once these citizens are out in civilization again. Previous research has done enough to 
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know the system does hinder them, but not enough research asks these former inmates how they 

perceive their status in the system. If we could understand why former inmates' motivation is not 

translating to actual participation after prison, we can start to solve their low turnout. 
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CHAPTER VII 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

My thesis shows that inmates are motivated to vote despite their circumstances that 

prohibit them from participating in voting. More specifically, black inmates are motivated to 

participate politically, but incarceration demobilizes white inmates politically. Both underline the 

more significant issue of our criminal justice system: the demobilizing, lasting, and adverse 

effects on former inmates. On the one hand, white inmates are developing higher levels of learned 

helplessness and disregarding politics altogether, and on the other black inmates are motivated. 

Despite immense motivation by black inmates, it does not translate to actual political 

participation once they are out of prison. These inmates who are psychologically motivated to 

vote are not able to physically act upon their desires. The criminal justice system seems like a 

double-edged sword, where you either feel hopeless so you give up or structural barriers outside 

of incarceration are hindering involvement. 

Also, the findings emphasize the core psychological differences in how black and white 

inmates cope with incarceration. For black inmates, incarceration is symbolic of the larger biases 

they deal with from our bureaucracy. Black inmates view prison as the ultimate validation of the 

biased systems that mistreat them, so they need to find a way out. For white inmates, this is not 

the same reality of mistreatment or angst from our institutions. These feelings of mistreatment 

based on
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 race among black inmates are why the findings show a higher motivation to be political and 

discuss politics among them. 

The findings in my research are relevant to contemporary issues, as the house of 

representatives has passed the H.R.1 bill4. The bill contains legislation aimed at voter restoration. 

Within the bill, Congress identifies the same structural barriers that I discuss throughout this 

paper, such as lack of uniformity in state laws governing voter restoration after conviction and 

state disenfranchisement laws disproportionately affecting racial minorities. If Congress agrees 

that these citizens are impeded by barriers and are not lacking motivation, we could see more 

legislation enacted to erase these barriers.  

If more bills are passed similar to H.R. 1, previous electoral outcomes could become less 

explanatory for future elections because millions of citizens would now be eligible to vote. 

Incumbents who were previously safe have a new base of voters whose political preferences have 

to be heard, and if they cannot fulfill them, they risk losing. Some incumbents may even face 

retribution from these former prisoners because they provided no policies to improve the criminal 

justice system. Based on previous elections, we assume that states belong to either the 

Democratic or Republican Party, but an influx of many new voters can turn multiple states into 

battleground states. States such as Georgia and Florida are at risk of no longer being swing states 

due to the sheer size of voters that were disenfranchised.   

An alternate perspective could be that citizens pressure politicians to enact legislation 

geared at voter restoration. Politicians want to please their constituents, and if they favor voter 

enfranchisement, then the politician has no choice but to grant their wishes. Future research 

                                                           
4 At the time of my thesis, H.R. 1 has not passed in the Senate yet.  
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should focus on the insurgence of support for voter restoration, specifically studying attitudinal 

ambivalence. With the constant growth of mass incarceration over the last 50 years, it would be 

likely that many Americans have individuals in their life that have been imprisoned. That level of 

proximity to the issues of former and current inmates could increase support for voter restoration. 

Equally, those who have been the victim of crimes would be included in the study as well, as it is 

likely they do not support voter enfranchisement. It would also be interesting to see how those 

who have close individuals who are incarcerated or have been victims of crime would support 

voter restoration.   

The comparative field of political science would benefit from studying former and 

current inmates too.  Future research would be able to gauge the political motivation of inmates 

comparatively among countries. We do not know if the American criminal justice system is the 

only criminal institution that has adverse effects on former and current inmates. For example, 

countries like Sweden do not disenfranchise citizens for incarceration. Future studies could use 

the average voting turnout for former inmates in countries that do not practice disenfranchisement 

and compare them to America. Either there is universal low voter turnout among the incarcerated 

population, or the low turnout is a product of how America's criminal justice system operates. 

The next question emerges: is there a flaw in the world's criminal justice system or just 

Americas'? If we are the only country that experiences low voter turnout, we should address 

changing the American criminal justice system and integrating a more rehabilitative system.
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