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Exploring the Intersection of Mental Healthcare and Incarceration 

Introduction 

 As political polarization and social unrest spread throughout the United States – and 

indeed, globally – it behooves us to take a close look at the racialized underpinnings of our 

society as it is directly relevant to much of the current tensions.  In particular, I am interested in 

exploring the ways in which this society seeks to correct or punish behavior seen to be deviant, 

especially through the lens of the common origins of the United States mental healthcare and 

prison systems.  I have chosen this lens not only because of its connections to the philosophies 

and practical applications of eugenics.  The historical trends we observe regarding the over-

policing and excessive punishment of black and brown communities, the redlining of black 

people from both real estate and financial opportunities, and heavy discrimination by black and 

brown people from healthcare professionals – all this makes it imperative to study the current 

social unrest through this lens.  Our overreliance on the prison and mental healthcare systems as 

a means of correcting and criminalizing behavior that is quite often a reaction to inequitable or 

untenable living circumstances is at best outdated, and at worst a morally backward societal 

prescription.  Thus, this paper will seek to explore the history and ramifications of the current 

intersection between the issues of mental illness and incarceration through the ethnographic 

method and a media analysis.  The goal of this paper will be to conduct this analysis for the 



purpose of presenting some preliminary policy recommendations that address the core issues 

found in this intersection. 

The first section of this paper will explore the history, goals, and ramifications of the 

present iterations of both the mental healthcare and prison systems.  In it I will explore the core 

foundation of eugenics and how it extended to treatment of non-white people, mentally and/or 

physically disabled people, and in many circumstances women and femme-presenting people as 

well.  I will use this exploration, and its connection to the roots of inmate and patient treatment, 

to make the case that the initial purpose of both these systems was to isolate and maintain control 

over broad swaths of what were seen by eugenicist-oriented thinkers to be “undesirable” 

populations. It is necessary as well to contrast this purpose with the means by which the wealthy 

and the elite utilized mental healthcare, to suggest at least in some respect that truly 

compassionate healthcare was accessible only to those in upper classes.  Finally, this section will 

take steps to understand how this intersection often results specifically in the criminalization of 

natural responses to collective stress and trauma, especially due to poverty or systemic 

discrimination. 

The second section will delve into the ethnographic methods I use to study the 

intersection between mental illness and incarceration, including how my chosen methods are and 

are no ethnographic in nature.  I will explain my decision to use a media analysis as a core part 

of my study and its utility in getting a deeper snapshot of the experiences of those who have 

experienced mental illness, incarceration or both, which I consider to be an especially important 

step to take given the limits which the COVID-19 quarantine has placed upon the capacity to do 

qualitative research.  I will supplement this explanation with a brief discussion on the ethical 



concerns and implications of engaging in this approach, as well as to lay the foundation for 

future research suggestions later in the paper. 

The third section will be comprised of the analysis itself, and will pull evidence from a 

series of visual art as a means of discerning the common threads that may be found in the 

experience of mental illness – both as a condition and as a stigmatized identity – and the 

experience of being incarcerated.  These pieces will also serve as indicators of the similar and 

dissimilar ways that inmates and mentally ill patients are treated in their respective institutions.  

In performing this analysis, I hope to produce a compelling narrative on the experiences of those 

subject to the isolating mechanisms of societal behavior control in order to connect it back to the 

earlier discussion on eugenics and to offer some necessary criticisms on the ways in which we 

punish deviations from expectations of average or “normal” behavior. 

Finally, in my conclusion, I will reiterate all major points which have come before so that 

I may offer some direction for future research and for potential policy recommendations that 

might serve to alleviate core issues faced by those involuntarily isolated within mental and penal 

institutions. 

 

On the Intersection of Mental Illness and Incarceration 

 The history of institutionalized behavioral correction in the United States is one fraught 

with racial prejudice and socioeconomic oppression.  Even before the structured systems of 

mental healthcare and incarceration there were already the foundations for systemic abuse, 

isolation and neglect harkening back to the onset of both the enslavement of black people and the 

forced migration and placement on reservations of indigenous peoples.  This pattern of 



domination was largely meant to render the imposed Western-European culture the universal or 

standard of all people, whether they were seen to be first-class citizens, second-class citizens, not 

citizens at all, or simply, not human.  Additionally, because the current iteration of the U.S. penal 

system is seen to be the only form of modern slavery accepted as constitutional according to the 

13th amendment: 

 Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the 

party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to 

their jurisdiction, 

 it is critical that we bring attention to this link. 

 This last point is also why it is crucial to turn to the belief system of eugenics as a means 

of understanding the current structure and ramifications of both our mental healthcare system 

and our prison system.  According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the word ‘eugenics’ is 

defined as “the practice or advocacy of controlled selective breeding of human populations (as 

by sterilization) to improve the population's genetic composition,” and it is derived from the 

prefix “eu-”, meaning good or well, and the suffix “-genes” meaning born.  Being that the very 

nature of eugenics is to isolate people seen to be impure, defective or in some cases less than 

human, it should not come as a surprise that the manner of treatment which those who were 

deemed either deviant or intrinsically flawed by birth were subjected to was rife with abuse, 

nonconsensual experimentation, forced sterilization, and unfortunately in many cases, death 

(Auslander & Penney, 1998). 

This is not to say that there were not ethical and useful mental health treatments 

available, or that justice was not carried out through our prison system at all.  Rather, it is to 



suggest that such ethical considerations were only afforded to those who were often well-to-do 

and white or white-passing.  The poor, those in non-white communities, the disabled, the 

immigrant communities, and all those deemed to be the “other”, were often left to flounder in 

exploitative and inhumane circumstances (Yanos, 2018). 

Of course, this subject could not be discussed without bringing in current events that are 

testing the United States’ overreliance on over-policing and isolating of those engaging in 

criminalized behavior.  2020 has presented the United States the perfect storm for social unrest: a 

significant portion of our population are just recently out of work, and even many who are still 

employed are still struggling financially.  Due to the coronavirus outbreak and subsequent 

quarantine, many of the pastimes and leisure activities many engaged in have at least temporarily 

been placed out of reach.  Because of this, and because of the traumatizing impact that the 

murder of George Floyd had on much of the global population, we now find ourselves in a 

period of unrest the likes of which have not been seen in decades.  Unfortunately, the ongoing 

riots and protests are not the result of a single event.  Rather they are the culmination of endless 

torment experienced by black and brown communities by authorities whose job it is to serve and 

protect them. 

 

Power Relations and Ethics in Research and Ethnography 

 Due to the heavily stigmatized experiences of both incarcerated people and people with 

mental illness, I felt it prudent to approach this study through ethnographic methods.  As we have 

learned in this course, ethnography is the practice of using a combination of field observations, 

interviews, cultural immersion, and other methods one might refer to as qualitative, in order to 



capture an in-depth portrait of a particular demographic or phenomenon.  An ethnographic 

approach to this subject matter is important because of its focus on centering the lived 

experiences of the people of interest rather than relegating to numbers on a sheet of paper.  While 

quantitative data collection is of course important in the study of any phenomenon, the lack of 

attention given to the specific intersection I would like to focus on means that it is a better 

approach, in my opinion, to begin with the personal anecdotes and experiences of those who 

have experienced the phenomenon first hand. 

 There were, of course, issues that needed to be addressed regarding the ethical concerns 

of this project.  To begin with, the two groups I am particularly interested in studying – 

convicted inmates and involuntarily committed patients – are incredibly difficult to get access to.  

Especially given the short time frame of this course, it was not feasible to expect to be able to 

hold comprehensive interviews with these two groups given that it might take the duration of the 

course itself to get approval to do so.  Thus, my initial plan was to host a series of interviews not 

with current inmates and patients, but with the activists that sought to become experts on their 

plight.  This did have its own problems, because in doing so I may have run the risk of having 

the experiences of the activists overshadow that of the inmates and patients themselves.  

However, the effect that the coronavirus quarantine had on many students’ ability to engage in 

meaningful research, meant that regardless my research plan needed to be adjusted. 

 Thus, I drew my plan to conduct a media analysis.  Through a brief analysis of visual art, 

I plan to compare and contrast the common themes apparent in media centered on mental illness 

and media that depicts the impact of having been incarcerated.  Doing so cannot replace the 

primary sourced narratives of the artists themselves and anyone else whose experiences may 

reflect in this art, but this method of “periscoping” – or looking from the outside in as a means of 



gaining some understanding of an otherwise difficult to reach population  - is useful so long as 

we remain cognizant of its limitations (Hiemstra, 2017). 

 

Media Analysis 

 According to Rustin’s article, “Using Artwork to Understand the Experience of Mental 

Illness”, “Artwork and psychiatric disorders are often linked…[where artists] express themselves 

and their emotional distress through their works (Rustin, 2008).” This viewpoint offers an 

opportunity to delve in the state of mind not only of those with psychiatric disorders, but indeed 

anyone experiencing trauma or emotional distress.  It is with this point that I found my own 

analysis. 

 The first portion of my analysis will be conducted by selecting a series of visual art 

compiled through the Cable News Network (CNN). The collection, titled “Poignant works of art 

show the reality of mental illness,” portrays twenty visual pieces, of which I have chosen two to 

analyze in greater depth.  The first, entitled “My Hands Are Tied” is the third piece in the 

collection, and depicts what is apparently a young woman whose hands and legs have been 

pinned up and chained to a wall in an otherwise dim and empty room.  There is a palpable sense 

of isolation made clearer by the fact that the woman’s featureless silhouette is bright red while 

the space around her is muted and blue.  The shadow of another in the bottom corner of the 

painting hints at the feeling of being threatened or unsafe, while the young woman’s position – 

facing the wall with none of her limbs able to touch solid ground – strengthens the feeling of 

helplessness. 



 Though this painting was created by a mentally ill woman, not a convicted inmate, there 

is still an overwhelming sense of having been isolated and imprisoned, left to the whims of one’s 

captor or authority.  As I was perusing the collection, this piece in particular caught my eye 

because of how strongly it reflected a sentiment of being without freedom or escape. 

 The second piece I would like to analyze is titled “It’s Not Even”, which depicts the head 

and shoulders of an apparently humanoid figure.  Like in the first piece, there is a keen feeling of 

isolation although unlike the overt themes of abuse and imprisonment in the former, the isolation 

theme in this piece comes through from the very alien features of the second painting’s subject.  

The blue, pink, and green colors chosen as the subject’s skin tones have been strategically placed 

to convey a feeling of having been victim to violence: the subject’s right eye appears swollen and 

blue, its mouth seemingly bloodied and in pain. There is an acute sense of resignation in the eyes 

of the subject, as though to suggest that this feeling of being in pain is something the artist has 

come to expect.  It is difficult, however, to determine whether this pain comes from the apparent 

scars on the subject’s person, or the feelings of being something intrinsically alien, even in spite 

of the freedom one might have. 

 I would like to contrast the themes of isolation, imprisonment and abuse found in these 

two mental illness-inspired visual pieces with one very poignant piece from a young artist named 

Nicholas incarcerated in the Cook County Juvenile Temporary Detention Center in 2016.  In this 

picture, a young man with short hair is in the center, clearly struggling with the metal shackles 

around his wrists.  On his face is an expression of acute desperation, and the words “All I Want 

Is Freedom” frame his distressed form.  Just as in the two mental illness-inspired pieces, this 

image captures a heart-rending struggle with one’s binds and with one’s circumstances.  As with 

the other two pieces as well, there is a feeling of isolation, though while the other two pieces 



seem to portray a kind of resignation, in this picture there is an intense resistance and frustration 

the other two lack. 

 What is clear in all three of these images, is that there is a trauma being experienced, 

whether it is being caused by one’s environment, one’s own internal conflict, or a specific abuser 

within one’s proximity.  The sentiment of being abused, dehumanized, and threatened permeates 

all three of these pieces and highlights the earlier concerns I noted regarding the origins of these 

two issues.  If we might observe such similarities between mental patients and inmates even 

now, then what can we say has truly changed since the days of over eugenics practices? 

 

Conclusion 

 My question which concludes my analysis section isn’t entirely fair of course.  Since the 

public decline of eugenics popularity in the late 1940s, the United States has made great strides 

in protecting the rights and livelihood of marginalized and disabled peoples.  However, there is 

still clearly much work that still needs to be done, if the ongoing activist efforts and expression 

of anger at the treatment of black people worldwide is any indication.  The unfortunate drawback 

of the method I have chosen to use for this study is that while art is able to capture the sentiment 

and inward experience of the patients and inmates that created them, it is still no substitute for 

clear and detailed anecdotes straight from their mouths.  Thus, if I were to extend my research 

further, my first order of business would be to conduct in person, open-ended interviews in order 

to glean more information not just from an emotional standpoint, but from a logistical, daily life 

perspective as well. 



 What this means for this paper at least is that beyond very preliminary policy 

suggestions, I do not feel that I am in a strong enough place to offer comprehensive 

recommendations.  I do, however, have one very pressing suggestion.  Given the high recidivism 

rates of inmates, especially those from poor or overpoliced communities, and given the high 

return rate among involuntarily committed patients, it may be noted that their feelings of 

isolation both within and outside of their respective institutions point to a lack of adequate 

preparation for the return to life in the general public.  Searching for ways to stem these feelings 

of alienation and desperation, and properly acclimating both patients and inmates to life outside 

the institutions may be key in both alleviating the currently impacted systems and lessening the 

need for them as well. 
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