
Deinstitutionalization and the Rise of Mass
Incarceration After 1945: A Historical
Examination of Justice
The post-World War II era marked a significant turning point in the history
of justice and social policy in the United States. The decades following
1945 witnessed a profound shift in the way society approached mental
illness and crime, leading to the rise of mass incarceration and the decline
of institutionalization.
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This article explores the complex relationship between deinstitutionalization
and the rise of mass incarceration, examining how shifts in mental health
policy and the criminal justice system have impacted the lives of
marginalized individuals and communities. By delving into the historical
context, key factors, and lasting consequences of this societal
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transformation, we can gain a deeper understanding of the challenges and
opportunities facing our justice system today.

Historical Context

Prior to the 1950s, the primary response to mental illness in the United
States was institutionalization. Individuals with severe mental disorders
were often confined to large state-run mental hospitals, where they
received varying levels of care and treatment.

However, the post-war period brought about a growing critique of the
institutional model. Advocates for mental health reform argued that
hospitals were overcrowded, underfunded, and provided inadequate care.
They also raised concerns about the stigma associated with
institutionalization and the lack of opportunities for community-based
support.

In response to these criticisms, a movement towards deinstitutionalization
gained momentum. The Community Mental Health Act of 1963 provided
federal funding for community mental health centers, offering an alternative
to institutionalization for individuals with mental illness.

Factors Contributing to Deinstitutionalization

Several factors contributed to the deinstitutionalization movement,
including:

Advances in Psychopharmacology: The development of new
psychiatric drugs, such as antipsychotics, made it possible to manage
mental illness in outpatient settings.



Changing Social Attitudes: Public attitudes towards mental illness
began to shift away from fear and stigma and towards a more
compassionate and understanding view.

Economic Pressures: State and federal governments faced
increasing financial pressures to reduce the costs of mental health
care, and deinstitutionalization was seen as a cost-effective alternative
to hospital care.

The Rise of Mass Incarceration

While deinstitutionalization was intended to improve the lives of individuals
with mental illness, it also had unintended consequences. As the number of
people living with mental illness in the community increased, so too did the
number of individuals coming into contact with the criminal justice system.

Several factors contributed to the rise of mass incarceration, including:

The "War on Drugs": The Reagan administration's "War on Drugs"
led to a significant increase in arrests for drug offenses, particularly
among minority communities.

Mandatory Minimum Sentencing Laws: The passage of mandatory
minimum sentencing laws for certain crimes, such as drug offenses,
led to longer prison sentences and reduced the possibility of parole.

Increased Police Militarization: The militarization of police forces,
particularly in response to the "War on Drugs," resulted in more
aggressive policing tactics and a greater likelihood of arrests.

The Impact on Marginalized Communities



The rise of mass incarceration and the decline of institutionalization have
had a disproportionate impact on marginalized communities, particularly
African Americans and people living in poverty.

Individuals with mental illness are more likely to be arrested and
incarcerated than those without mental illness. They are also more likely to
experience police brutality, solitary confinement, and other forms of
mistreatment while in prison.

The criminalization of mental illness has also had a devastating impact on
communities of color. African Americans are disproportionately represented
in the criminal justice system, and they are more likely to be arrested,
convicted, and sentenced to longer prison terms than white Americans for
the same crimes.

The lack of affordable housing, employment opportunities, and access to
mental health care in many marginalized communities has also contributed
to the rise of mass incarceration. Poverty and inequality are root causes of
crime, and they must be addressed in order to reduce mass incarceration
and its impact on marginalized communities.

Rehabilitation and Reintegration

In recent years, there has been a growing recognition of the need to reform
the justice system and address the root causes of mass incarceration. This
has led to a renewed focus on rehabilitation and reintegration programs for
people with mental illness.

Rehabilitation programs aim to provide individuals with the skills and
support they need to successfully reintegrate into society after



incarceration. This may include job training, housing assistance, and
counseling services.

Reintegration programs focus on helping individuals transition back into the
community after release from prison. This may include providing support for
housing, employment, and mental health services.

By investing in rehabilitation and reintegration programs, we can help to
reduce recidivism and improve the lives of individuals with mental illness
and their communities.

The deinstitutionalization movement and the rise of mass incarceration are
complex historical phenomena with far-reaching consequences. The
decline of institutionalization has led to a greater reliance on the criminal
justice system to address mental illness, resulting in a disproportionate
impact on marginalized communities.

However, there is a growing recognition of the need to reform the justice
system and address the root causes of mass incarceration. By investing in
rehabilitation and reintegration programs, we can help to reduce recidivism
and improve the lives of individuals with mental illness and their
communities.

The history of deinstitutionalization and mass incarceration is a reminder
that justice is not a static concept, but rather a dynamic and evolving
process. As society's understanding of mental illness and crime changes,
so too must our approach to justice.
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