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ARTICLE

Designing engagement: a student-based perspective of the 
economics of crime
Madhavi Venkatesan , Noah Alper, Alexis Baker, Stephen Bernard, Paolo Lichtenthal, 
Katherine Murphy, Jacklyn Peterson, Rayana Radueva and Anthea Simon

Department of Economics, Northeastern University, Boston, Massachusetts, USA

ABSTRACT
This paper, developed by participants in an Economics of Crime 
course at Northeastern University in conjunction with their profes-
sor, highlights student perspectives of the relationship between the 
economic system, its operations and institutions, and the margin-
alization and victimization of Black people. The paper addresses 
specific attributes of the course curriculum that facilitated student 
understanding of these topics, and in doing so suggests an alter-
native pedagogy for discussing crime from an economics disciplin-
ary perspective. The inclusion of historical context in the 
criminalization of race and poverty aligns to bell hooks’ Teaching 
to Transgress, as course engagement centers on social context and 
responsibility while also critically assessing economic models of 
crime that have arguably obscured the relationship between racial 
discrimination, economic opportunity, legitimized slavery, and 
monetization of human life, and instead have provided credibility 
to economic incentives for crime by assuming rational behavior and 
free will. Additionally, inclusion of the causes and criminalization of 
groups and resulting student outcomes from the course provide an 
example of bell hooks’ learning community and reflects the 
engagement between students and their professor.
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Introduction

the students I encounter seem far more uncertain about the project of self-actualization than 
my peers and I were twenty years ago. They feel that there are no clear ethical guidelines 
shaping actions. Yet, while they despair, they are also adamant that education should be 
liberatory. They want and demand more from professors than my generation did. There are 
times when I walk into classrooms overflowing with students who feel terribly wounded in 
their psyches (many of them see therapists), yet I do not think that they want therapy from 
me. They do want an education that is healing to the uninformed, unknowing spirit. They do 
want knowledge that is meaningful. They rightfully expect that my colleagues and I will not 
offer them information without addressing the connection between what they are learning 
and their overall life experiences                                                            (Hooks, 1994, p. 19).

As an economics professor, my students vary significantly from the student in the 
humanities. Economics has not been taught with a critical lens and introductory courses 
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rarely encourage discourse. In fact, my discipline has become commoditized at the 
introductory level, limiting teaching to the tools available in the textbooks that dominate 
the introductory course market, with assessments increasingly computerized, limiting 
testing to adoption of theory without question and tactical knowledge defined as 
equation solving and graphical movements. For these latter items, the intuitive under-
standing of the student is second to non-existent relative to memorization of specific 
prompts. Given that economics affects not only how we frame our world but also how we 
define ourselves within it, it is disappointing that so many students enter and end their 
courses without a clear connection between what they study in the classroom and the 
operating system tangible in their daily lives.

The reality of the disconnect between the teaching and application, as well as the inter- 
temporal formation of social norms formed the basis for the development of my version 
of Economics of Crime, which indeed is also a standard introductory economics course. 
Given the historical roots of race and the attribution of the concept to the nineteenth 
century U.S. and the continued marginalization of non-white individuals into the twen-
tieth century, a discussion of crime without a discussion of race, reduces the discourse to 
correlations between racialized variables (e.g. income by race, education by race) and 
crime. On the surface these may appear useful but, the use of data alone, only obscures 
the causality and limits social responsibility in the present. In my desire to provide context, 
I have incorporated both a discussion of slavery and regulatorily enabled discrimination 
and legitimacy of violence against Black people in setting the foundation for the discus-
sion of crime (see Appendix for readings and a complete course topic list). I believe my 
approach, which has been documented in exit surveys by students across four years, has 
affected both student understanding of the limitations and power of economic tools and 
also the significance of context and social construction in observable outcomes.

My Economics of Crime course naturally aligns with Teaching to Transgress (Hooks,  
1994), the themes of critical engagement, democracy in the classroom, and education 
with vulnerability are addressed to provide direct relevance of bell hooks in fostering 
a collaborative classroom. These are presented in sections that follow, which also serve as 
a curriculum map for fostering an understanding of the relationship between crime, 
poverty, and race. Topics include economic incentives and societal welfare; lobbying, 
policy, and profits; and bounded rationality and free will. Each section represents 
a contribution by a student co-author, who determined the topic based on what affected 
them the most during their time as a course participant. The discussion concludes with 
qualitative responses of students (non-authors) exiting the course and provides their 
perceptions of how the course affected their understanding of the relationship between 
race and crime. These outcomes are attributed with highlighting the significance of 
context in economic assessment and what bell hooks described as ‘knowledge that is 
meaningful’ (Hooks, 1994, p. 19). The period reviewed in this discussion includes course 
participants from 2019 to 2022.

Policing in context

In economics, police are viewed as a deterrent; rarely if ever is their behavior assessed as 
aggressive or violent or is the action of the police qualitatively addressed as a cost to 
groups that have been historically criminalized. To even lesser a degree, the discussion of 
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the normalization of police brutality or racially discriminatory policing practices is not 
included in evaluating the relationship between race and crime. In limiting acknowl-
edgement of these issues, the evaluation of data alone promotes a racialized view of 
crime as is evident is the use of machine learning. Machine learning relies on data and as 
a result using machine learning can provide accessible evidence of implicit bias. Past 
discrimination becomes the basis of present decisions and can promote a stereotype of 
a racial dimension to crime that arguably has been social constructed and maintained. 
Critical engagement and corrective policy require context (Venkatesan, 2021).

It is for this reason that I deviate from standard economics of crime texts and begin my 
course by providing context. Without an understanding of history, the student can easily 
default to current social norms to understand what they observe, eliminating an under-
standing of both the complexity and social change that may be embedded in an 
observation. Further, historical context provides students with an opportunity to engage, 
participate in the deliberation of how the past is connected to the present, and see 
themselves as facilitators of social change. As noted by Hooks (1994), in providing context, 
I look to establish student engagement and create an excitement in discussion rather than 
providing a passive learning experience (p.14). It is significant to note that context is not 
necessarily incorporated into economics and similarly economics courses are more 
aligned to a passive educational experience. This section serves as an overview of how 
policing is addressed in my class and includes how the traditional economic evaluation of 
policing as a deterrent can veil the issue of what defines crime.

Historical progression of policing

Policing has its origins in the night watch in the North and slave patrols in the South. At its 
inception the legitimacy of policing was communally defined and mimicked prevailing 
social norms. As a result, given the historical marginalization of non-white peoples in the 
U.S., racial bias was embedded in the culture of policing. Further, segregation and the 
effects of intergenerational inequity affected observable residential and socio-economic 
patterns, making race and poverty highly correlated. This in turn, fostered statistics that 
seemingly legitimized discrimination-aligned stereotypes, including predisposition to 
crime (Covington, 1999). Facial features and racial hierarchy were legitimized by science 
as markers for criminal predisposition (Lombroso, 1897, 2006). The latter characteristic 
legitimized implicit bias, and statistical discrimination, and completed a vicious cycle, 
reinforcing and providing credibility to pre-existing socially constructed racial stereotypes 
(Kleider et al., 2012).

The history of policing in post-20th century America is complicated and heavily 
intertwined with the politics of racial segregation under the Jim Crow system, nearly 
150 years in the past. Kelling and Moore (1988) identify three eras of policing: political, 
reform, and community. From its origins to the early 20th century, the institution of 
policing was rife with corruption, political lever-pulling, and mistrust. Police departments 
became actively engaged in the day-to-day activities of the communities they served, 
though in many cases solely for the purpose of expanding their lucrative networks of 
political corruption.

In response to public pressure that began mounting in the 1920s, American policing 
entered a ‘reform’ era (Kelling & Moore, 1988; Reisig, 2010). Police departments began 
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adopting a more ‘professional’ approach to law enforcement, placing social distance 
between police officers and the communities they served. As a result of this more 
strategic, objective approach to crime prevention, aggressive preventive patrols and 
increased police presence became commonplace. Despite intentions, the ultimate results 
of this era of policing were increased crime rates, social unrest, and racial tensions that 
reached a tipping point in the late 1960s.

Public backlash to highly publicized police killings at Jackson State and Kent State 
ushered in the era of community-focused policing. Above all, this approach emphasized 
‘good relations with local communities’ (Treverton, 2011; Worden & McLean, 2017). 
Moreover, by instilling a sense of personal service in the policing profession and expand-
ing the role of the police to include broader social functions aimed at promoting public 
safety, this approach to policing sought to foster trust and cooperation between police 
and the communities they serve. In theory, community policing allowed law enforcement 
to control crime through a closer understanding of the communities they serve and the 
cooperation of civilians, while prompting a favorable public reputation. In practice, 
however, some tenets of community policing have been used to justify punitive law 
enforcement policies which contribute to the current crisis.

‘Order Maintenance Policing’ (OMP) is often tethered to community policing because it 
seeks to prevent crime by managing the social and cultural factors which foster an 
environment conducive to criminal behavior within communities. Some proponents of 
OMP conclude that more serious offenders will be deterred if police crackdown on minor 
offenses. To that end, Reisig (2010) observes that New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani and 
Police Commissioner William Bratton enforced OMP to an extreme degree, resulting in ‘an 
explosion of misdemeanor arrests’. Analyses of this effort conducted by G. Kelling and 
Sousa (2001), Corman and Mocan (2002), and Harcourt and Ludwig (2006), among others, 
have generally concluded that it contributed to modest crime reductions in New York 
City, although this has been contested and remains inconclusive. Citing Meares (1998), 
Greene (2000), and 2001), Reisig warns that ‘implementing police crackdowns on public 
order offenses. . .can further alienate residents who already distrust and question the 
legitimacy of the police’ in disadvantaged communities (p. 31).

These sentiments have been stated numerous times over the past few years, given 
increased public interest in the relationship between race and police brutality. Nikole 
Hannah-Jones reflecting on why Black America fears the police notes, ‘For those of you 
reading this who may not be [B]lack, or perhaps Latino, this is my chance to tell you that 
a substantial portion of your fellow citizens in the United States of America have little 
expectation of being treated fairly by the law or receiving justice. It’s possible this will 
come as a surprise to you. But to a very real extent, you have grown up in a different 
country than I have’ (Hannah-Jones, 2015, para. 13).

As the culmination of the ‘Law and Order’ and ‘War on Drugs’ rhetoric employed by 
Presidents Reagan, Bush, and Clinton, the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act 
of 1994 (Act of 1994) was a significant enabler of punitive law enforcement practices like 
those seen under Giuliani. On paper, the bill drew upon concepts of community policing 
by supporting de-escalation training for officers and social programs such as addiction 
treatment for drug users. However, the reality was that police officers were trained to use 
force, de-escalation was an afterthought. A Police Executive Research Forum study of 281 
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police departments ‘found new recruits received an average of 58 hours of firearms 
training and just eight hours of de-escalation training’ (Gilbert, 2017).

Furthermore, the Act of 1994 was plagued by incentive misalignments. For example, it 
provided $12.5 billion to fund the construction of new prisons, and financially encouraged 
municipalities to increase arrests, convictions, and incarcerations (Eisen, 2019). Coupled 
with the bureaucracy of police departments, these misaligned incentives fostered an 
environment where law enforcement was dependent on crime and incentivized to 
fabricate or actively seek out crime for their own survival. Not only did this represent 
a tremendous waste of resources, but also a perversion of purpose – under the incentive 
structure, police forces were not directed to crack down on crime to protect the commu-
nities they serve, rather they were incentivized to seek out crime to protect themselves. 
Less evident but related to the inconsistency is the relationship between policing incen-
tives, incarceration, and corporate interests cemented by lobbying influence and the work 
of one conservative organization: the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC).

Policing though more formalized today has in essence retained some similarities with is 
founding. Fear and control form both the justification for its existence but have migrated 
to embedded cultural attributes. Further, the criminalization of Black men has fostered 
racial differences in public perception of the police (Worden & McLean, 2017) and as 
Meeks (2006) highlights a ‘war on the underclass’ guised as a war on crime (p. 36). Given 
the access of video, the seemingly incessant attack on the poor, urban, and specifically the 
heightening awareness of the disproportionate brutalization by the police of Black males, 
perception toward criminal justice has arguably started to change (Gamal, 2016). Racial 
bias, the relationship between prison, post-incarceration, poverty and education are 
topics of discussion fostered by best-selling books (Alexander, 2010; Kendi, 2016) while 
prison abolition and decriminalization have entered public discourse. Further, evaluation 
of crime and punishment are increasingly questioning whether the punishment fits the 
crime. This has resulted in assessment of more than the superficial aspects of police 
brutality and includes evaluation of the criminal justice system to ensure justice.

From a student perspective, discussion of the history and culture of policing fostered 
credibility for history, as one student stated at the completion the policing module,

Naturally, the history of policing is bound to affect the culture of policing today. Considering 
what we know about how racially and politically biased the police force is in 2022 (just from 
observing the news), considering this quote is startling: “Early American police departments 
shared two primary characteristics: they were notoriously corrupt and flagrantly brutal” 
(Potter, n.d..). When the police force is groomed to be corrupt and brutal, akin to a parent 
and a child, the resulting action will be what is taught. Given that the culture of police 
education almost certainly affected behavioral tendencies, we have a great place to start in 
any effort to help make interactions between minorities and police officers safe for minorities, 
in particular young [B]lack men. This, in part, is why this history matters                                                                                               

(Student course exit comment).

As is evident in this comment, historical context can impact the perception and under-
standing of issues related to policing exhibited in the present. This connection provides 
the opportunity to understand the significance of workplace culture, employee self- 
selection bias, and potential levers for change specific to the two, which may not have 
been evident by just analyzing the relationship between police force size and crime. 
Further, the evaluation of statistics is unfortunately the basis of economic assessment of 
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police efficacy and the causality between police force size and crime is subjective, being 
based on the preconceptions of the economic modeler. Without understanding of these 
limitations, students may gain only a superficial understanding of the relationship 
between police and crime. Student comments on their course learnings highlighted 
how the curriculum, which addressed these limitations affected their understanding.

It is important to be aware of this history, and its relationship to present culture, in part to give 
context to the arbitrary nature of certain enforcements, better allowing us to decide what to 
remove from the doctrine. Further, a culture that rewards officers for “numbers”, whether 
through arrest quotas or incentivizing officers to make an arrest near the end of their shift to 
earn overtime pay, leads to a plethora of unnecessary arrests being made which materially 
impact the quality of life and prospects of those picked up for ultimately trivial violations                                                                                               

(Student course exit comment).

. . . in studying relationships between various factors and crime, the implicit biases of 
researchers can affect their results, even when on the surface they appear unbiased, because 
the very decision of which factors to study and which to omit from consideration is a biased 
one which impacts the outcome of the study                         (Student course exit comment).

The next section provides an overview of how quantitative assessments limits an under-
standing of the holistic impacts of incarceration.

Economic incentives and societal welfare

As hooks noted, education is not without bias and often we as educators inherent the bias 
of our instruction and may be guilty of passing this to our students (Hooks, 1994, p. 37). 
This bias is easily observed in economics, which in current instruction can be attributable 
to White men. In turn, the use of metrics related to profitability may obscure social 
welfare. For example, if individuals are assumed to be rational, which is an underpinning 
of economic theory, their actions are assumed to reflect their preferences and an internal 
cost-benefit assessment. However, rational thinking is affected by social conditions and 
opportunity, as not all choices, even if preferred are accessible by all individuals. Though 
not reflective of reality the assumption of rational thinking eliminates social responsibility 
and places complete responsibility on the individual. This allows for a siloed approach to 
profits, as firm behavior too is considered rational and aligned to fiduciary responsibility, 
which is limited to profit making and has no constraint related to social responsibility.

Our economic system has essentially framed our cultural identity. Assumptions inspir-
ing individual behavior (i.e. self-gratification and insatiability) have been endogenized 
into reflex reaction. Profit maximization on the part of firms reflects quantitative assess-
ment that excludes the costs of environmental and social externalities, in turn exacerbat-
ing economic inequity. The perversion in this framework is that it essentially neglects the 
qualitative parameters that may best define quality of life. An often-neglected example of 
this is the United States (U.S.) Criminal Justice System. The vast network of companies that 
profit from the U.S. prison and detention system is referred to as the Prison Industrial 
Complex (Davis, 1998; Schlosser, 1998). This system represents a direct outcome of 
incarceration as a deterrent to crime and is also historically linked to profiting from inmate 
labor, therefore creating a profit-driven rationale for criminalizing specific groups. Today, 
due to both the privatization and need for prison support services (i.e. food services, 
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uniforms, etc.) along with increasing prison populations, the U.S. prison system is 
a multibillion-dollar industry with thousands of companies profiting within its network. 
The cost-benefit of incarceration, however, only considers the market costs and benefits 
of incarceration. The rationale and social responsibility for the cause of crime as well as the 
impact of incarceration on targeted communities is excluded, meaning that the economic 
basis for criminal activity is not addressed in lieu of the monetization of criminal activity 
through mass incarceration.

The War on Drugs and resulting mass incarceration efforts beginning in the 1980’s led 
to a significant spike in prison populations, putting a burden on the public prison sector. 
As a result, the blueprint for private prisons was created. A for-profit company, substituted 
for public management alone (Justice Policy Institute, 2011, p. 4).

The Federal Bureau of Prisons maintains the nation’s highest number of people 
managed by private prison contractors. Since 2000, its use increased 77%. The number 
of people in private federal custody, which includes prisons, half-way houses and home 
confinement, totaled 27569 in 2017. 73% of immigrants detained in 2017 or 26,249 
individuals were held in private prison facilities. The largest private prison companies 
operating today are GEO Group and CoreCivic. These two companies manage over half of 
all private prison contracts in the United States but operate as Real Estate Investment 
Trusts (REITs) and as a result receive preferential tax status, the loss of which they state as 
being a risk to investors (CoreCivic, 2020; GEO Group, 2020). In 2019, the companies 
earned a combined annual revenue of approximately $4.5 billion (CoreCivic, 2020; GEO 
Group, 2020). With their revenue tied to government contacts, private prisons have 
invested heavily in both lobbying efforts and candidate contributions. Estimates are 
that at least $812,500 was spent by the industry in federal lobbying efforts in the first 
quarter of 2018 (Horn, 2018). Though the direct relationship between lobbying efforts and 
political policy remains an inference, in 2017, GEO Group changed the location of its 
annual meeting from a resort in Boca Raton, Florida to the Trump National Doral Golf Club 
in Miami. This club is reported to be the ‘single biggest contributor to Trump’s cash flow’ 
(Brittain & Harwell, 2017). With the Trump Administration’s stance on border crossings, 
both CoreCivic and GEO Group saw an increase in profits as demand for private detention 
centers increased. For every 100 immigrant detainees, 32 were in GEO Group facilities, and 
21 in CoreCivic facilities (Pauly, 2018). At an average cost of $148 per day, private prisons 
were able to generate taxpayer funded revenue to the private sector of $2.7 billion in 
2018. This compares with $4 per day cost in an alternative detention facility, which is 
equivalent to a more modest taxpayer expense of $73 million (Pauly, 2018).

Private prison companies’ fiduciary responsibility is to their shareholders who have 
invested their money under the belief that there will be a positive return, meaning that 
these companies have an obligation to generate profit. This creates a fundamental flaw 
with privatization. If government outsourcing is primarily based on cost-containment, 
private prisons are not incentivized with respect to prison outcomes and instead both 
ensure contracts and profit taking by reducing expenses. This is most clearly reflected in 
operating costs, which often come at the expense of the safety and quality of life within 
the facility. Private prisons employ mostly non-union and low skilled workers at lower 
salaries and with far fewer benefits in comparison to government funded public prisons. 
In the United States, corrections officers employed in private prisons earn an average 
salary of $30,460, significantly less than the $53,400 average salary of officers working in 
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federal facilities. Correctional officers in state and locally funded prisons also earn much 
more, both earning average salaries of over $40,000 (Corrections Officer Salary, n.d.). 
Furthermore, evidence suggests that private prisons invest less resources in the training 
of facility personnel. The combination of low pay and lack of proper training has been 
correlated with increased violence and has heightened safety concerns in evaluations of 
institutional performance (Department of Justice, 2016; Eisen, 2017; Gotsch & Basti,  
2018, p. 10).

Perhaps an even more concerning aspect of private prisons is their negotiated capita-
tion rates, meaning that prisons receive a government stipend per prisoner. Essentially, 
private prisons rely on a continuous flow of new inmates in order to maintain their 
revenue stream and the most vulnerable communities are often the most commonly 
exploited. In evaluating the varying incentives among stakeholders in the prison system, it 
becomes clear that a common social good does not align them. Instead, the seeking to 
maximize individual self-interest is the goal and common societal interests remain 
undefined.

In discussing the private prison system and the monetization similarities it shares with 
the public system (i.e. vendor contracts) students become aware of the complexity and 
financial interests that limit the social welfare and benefit from incarceration. More 
significantly they can understand how Adam Smith’s, perception of the pursuit of self 
interest implicitly included an interconnection between economic agents that tied their 
individual welfare to one another. If individual welfare is pursued without inclusion of the 
welfare of others as in our present society where size of corporations foster anonymity, 
social welfare may be sacrificed for profit. The inclusion of these details affected student 
understanding as noted in the following student observations.

Prior to taking this course, I had never thought to understand economics and crime in relation 
to each other. Therefore, I feel that this course was essential in learning about and under-
standing the interconnectedness of economics, crime, and policy. As a finance and econ 
student, I had most definitely understood policy in relation to economics, but more so along 
the lines of financial/fiscal policy (in other words, economics in the traditional sense) . . . 
Economic assumptions absolutely affect the evaluation of crime, creating limitations stem-
ming from the inherent biases that these assumptions provide. Accordingly, it is important to 
not just accept economic and empirical evaluation at face value; it is exceedingly important 
to recognize possible assumptions and biases before applying evidence to a greater argu-
ment                                                                                      (Student course exit comment).

Perhaps the greatest limitation of the rational crime model which we used to economically 
evaluate situations in this class, is the implicit assumption of rational thought. Even extending 
beyond the fairly consistent irrationalities presented by behavioral economic principles, the 
marginal and often most heinous crimes are committed by those far beyond the realm of 
rational description                                                                (Student course exit comment).

Evidence suggests that the criminalization of race and poverty in our society has become 
incredibly normalized (Gamal, 2016; Meeks, 2006), primarily due to both historical biases 
and stereotype and limited access to advocates and legal defense. As a result, economic-
ally distressed communities, particularly those of color, have continued to be incarcerated 
at disproportionately high rates (Arabella Advisors, 2018, p.5). The reliance on prisoners as 
a revenue source for private prisons has essentially led to a perverse dependency on the 
continuation of mass incarceration and gives prisons no incentive to try to reduce 
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recidivism risk. There is a clear conflict in the fact that the financial interests of these 
companies are directly at odds with social justice and societal improvement. To promote 
their interests, private prison companies have teamed up with lawmakers, politicians and 
interest groups in order to advocate for expanded privatization as well as stronger 
sentencing and crime policies. This has led to the formation of strong ties between the 
private prison sector and the political landscape as is illustrated by the creation of groups 
such as the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) which receives contributions 
from many companies that directly benefit from the prison industrial complex. ALEC has 
successfully created and implemented policies such as the three-strike rule and the truth 
in sentencing act (The Prison Payoff, Justice policy Institute, 2011) which are directly 
attributed to the growth in mass incarceration that disproportionality affects people of 
color and impoverished people. With decades of destructive policies in place, the ques-
tion of where we go from here becomes a vital one in a world where lobbyists and 
corporate interests appear to be both the primary writers and beneficiaries of public 
policy.

Lobbying, policy and profits

ALEC characterizes itself as on being the ‘largest nonpartisan, voluntary membership 
organization of state legislators dedicated to the principles of limited government, free 
markets and federalism.’ (ALEC, 2020) ALEC is comprised of 40% of state legislators, the 
majority of whom are part of the Republican Party, as well as corporate giants of all 
interests. (The Prison Payoff; Cooper et al., 2016) The goal of ALEC is to influence policy to 
the benefit the organization’s members.

With ALEC’s extensive and notable donor list including David and Charles Koch, who 
have funded ALEC since its creation, as well as well-known consumer products companies 
such as Coors, ExxonMobil, Altria (formerly Phillip Morris), AT&T, GlaxoSmithKline, 
Peabody Energy, and State Farm, legislation facilitated and drafted by the organization 
serves one single purpose: to line the pockets of these corporations at the expense of all 
other Americans. Given the profits related to mass incarceration, ALEC has been leading 
the charge to expand the prison industrial complex. Corporations directly benefit from 
providing services to prisons but also from the opportunity afforded by incarceration to 
hire prison labor at wages significantly lower than domestic and foreign labor rates. These 
actions alone are arguably inconsistent with supporting public welfare for a variety of 
reasons, the most obvious being the promotion of punishment in lieu social programs 
that address the basis of a defined crime. However, it is the racially biased nature of ALEC’s 
policies that are garnering the most recent scrutiny. The National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Boston Chapter, Massachusetts AFL-CIO Racial 
Justice Committee, along with other social justice organizations, referenced ALEC’s white 
supremacist agenda, and its documented alignment with white supremacist politicians 
(Community Labor United, 2020). By having their members implementing legislation such 
as the Truth in Sentencing Act and Three Strikes You’re Out Act, ALEC has infiltrated the 
criminal justice system and has influenced the disproportionate racial representation in 
prisons (Bender, 2000; Cooper et al., 2016; Scott, 2020).

Special interest groups, such as ALEC, have a strong hold on the government because 
of the financially inspired symbiotic relationship between corporations and political 
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representation. Unfortunately, due to the nature of negotiations and political contribu-
tions, transparency is limited (Cooper et al., 2016). Additionally, though taxpayers collec-
tively are enabling the profitability of private prisons, the individual contribution from 
a given taxpayer is not significant enough to incentivize individual taxpayer evaluation. 
Further, the perception of prisoners as deserving punishment, means that actions affect-
ing them, and their welfare are often limited (Tomlin, 2014). The marketing of public 
safety as being aligned to incarceration has affected public interest in spite of publicized 
cases of implicit bias, punishment in excess of the crime, and sentencing of innocent 
people (Chase, 2015; Jefferson-Bullock, 2016)

While scholars argue that ethical lobbying is simply faithfully advocating for their 
interests’ groups wants, (Holyoke, 2015) should there not also be an ethical responsibility 
attached to the purpose of lobbying? Public policy advocated by ALEC and enacted by its 
conservative members are linked to increased incarceration rates and punishment in lieu 
of rehabilitation or social justice. The latter two are aligned to treating the social condi-
tions that affect crime whereas, the former creates demand for services provided by 
ALEC’s corporate members. ALEC devised and successfully lobbied for the Prison 
Industries Act, which essentially allowed private prisons to exploit inmates for labor and 
double-dip in profit-taking. Private prisons were allowed to pay minimum wages but also 
to deduct expenses associated with incarceration, an expense they were already com-
pensated for by the government. In net, the funds collected supported expansion of the 
private prison system (Elk & Sloan, 2011).

Prison labor

Prison labor has received widespread attention, partially credited to the success of ‘13th’ 
by Ava Duvernay and Moran (2016) – a Netflix documentary which highlights the history 
of mass incarceration and rapid development of the prison industrial complex throughout 
the 19th and 20th century. Companies across a wide array of industries such as Victoria’s 
Secret, AT&T, and Starbucks have all come under public scrutiny for their reliance on 
prison labor as a part of their supply chain. Government leaders such as Gavin Newsom 
and Andrew Cuomo, Governors of California and New York respectively, have also been 
heavily criticized for their use of prison labor for tasks such as extinguishing wildfires and 
creating hand sanitizer to support ongoing efforts to reduce the spread of COVID-19. The 
use of prisoner labor is aligned with cost minimization and to the extent that it has been 
unnoticed, has enabled exploitation and even fostered dependence on the same. As 
Cynthia Young describes in Punishing Labor: Why Labor Should Oppose the Prison Industrial 
Complex, today ‘prison labor represents an employer paradise where premodern labor 
conditions undo the hard-won gains of labor unions – the minimum wage, forty-hour 
work weeks, arbitration, and so on’ (Young, 2000, p. 42).

Given that prison labor is legal due to the incarcerated status of the individuals, 
many companies find a financial incentive in partnering with prisons, cheap labor. 
However, it is crucial to consider both the qualitative and quantitative implications of 
utilizing prison labor. Depending on whether they work for the prison itself or a prison 
factory, most incarcerated individuals, after deductions, earn somewhere between 12 
cents to $1.15 per hour of labor (Decker, n.d.). This may not be enough to make 
a weekly phone call to family, as the cost of contacting a loved one from inside prison 
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can be incredibly expensive, often four or five times what might be earned in an hour 
(Wager & Jones, 2019). Further, as calculated, prison wages severely undercut the 
federal minimum wage of $7.25. On a broader scale, this means that prisons may 
put local factories and other enterprises out of business. Even more concerning, the 
use of prison labor may act as an incentive, encouraging private prisons to increase 
their labor supply to meet the demand for cheap manufacturing. Ironically, given that 
most prisons are tax-funded, this means that working Americans are subsidizing the 
profits derived from the use of prison labor.

Prison labor directly competes with non-prison labor, both domestic and interna-
tional, and this brings into question whether there is a misalignment between the 
rationale for prison and the incarceration of individuals. While advocates of prison 
labor claim that it is an effective method to drive down costs while teaching incar-
cerated people crucial life skills, opponents claim that the practice is entirely exploi-
tative and harms people of color who are disproportionately incarcerated at higher 
rates than their white counterparts (Browne, 2007; Smith & Hattery, 2008). Additionally, 
some prisons have been shown to force prisoners to work ‘under the threat of punish-
ment as severe as solitary confinement’ (Campbell, 2018). In terms of the qualitative 
costs that this imposes, it may have a severe impact on the mental and emotional 
health of the incarcerated.

Low-income individuals may complete their entire sentence with little to no savings 
despite long work weeks – this often leaves individuals in an incredibly vulnerable 
position financially upon release. Although it is often stated that incarcerated individuals 
gain valuable life and employment skills during their time in prison, with a felony record, 
job prospects are grim upon release. Discrimination against formerly incarcerated indivi-
duals is rampant, and the unemployment rate for formerly incarcerated individuals is 
around 27% (Couloute & Kopf, 2018). With poor future employment prospects and no 
savings, many previously incarcerated individuals may engage in economically incenti-
vized crime to provide for their basic needs. Essentially the punitive nature of the criminal 
justice system promotes recidivism; this is not evident without deeper assessment of the 
incentives of the stakeholders involved. The discussion of these factors caused students to 
think deeper about the relationship between crime and economic circumstances and 
fundamentally societal responsibility.

In economics, we tend to look at the costs and benefits of a situation a lot. There are a lot of 
implications that come with taking a micro issue and putting it under a macro lens. One of the 
most profound things I learned this semester is that you cannot ever fully quantify people 
and that you need quantitative and qualitative assessment in order to make better conclu-
sions                                                                                      (Student course exit comment).

The next section addresses how socio-economic factors influence perception of the future 
and opportunities in the present and essentially that individuals are influenced by their 
circumstances, which are not necessarily of their choice. The latter is an assumption in 
economics, essentially dismissing societal responsibility with the assumption that all 
individuals make rational choices. However, this is inconsistent with the reality of basic 
information asymmetries, which would be expected to increase in relation to income 
barriers.
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Bounded rationality and free will

The U.S. criminal justice system is based off the notion that those who commit crimes 
choose to commit them, this directly aligns to the attributional of rational agency as 
noted in the discussion of economics. As a result, why a crime was committed is often 
disregarded, as there is very little to absolve people of their crimes beyond the proclama-
tion of self-defense or governmental intervention. Therefore, the underlying premise of 
criminal justice is the need to augment behavior so individuals who have been observed 
as breaking the law no longer have the desire to do so, while simultaneously, due to its 
punitive nature, criminal justice provides an example for the rest of the public. Theory 
after theory has a common theme, human beings can choose – everyone has free will. 
Free will is the footing for teachings of economics, political science, criminal justice, and 
many other disciplines that contribute to society and the collective morality of humanity. 
However, what if the capacity for free will is conceptual but bounded rationality is what is 
tangible?

In academia, the concept of free will has long been a topic of debate. The discourse has 
ranged from the limitations of bounded rationality on the exercise of free will to the 
imposition of de facto rational choice as being reflected in observed action. According to 
Kevin J. Murtagh, the rational choice model used to explain human behavior is undoubt-
edly flawed. This rational choice model, which is heavily relied on within economics, 
psychology, and criminal justice alike, theorizes that individuals examine the potential 
benefits and costs that each option available to them would entail (Mehta, 2013, p. 1246.) 
In his critique, Murtagh references different classes of free will deniers, all of which hold 
the overarching belief that humans do not encompass the level of free will required to 
take moral responsibility. This includes hard determinism and hard incompatibilism, 
specifically. Hard determinism can be effectively summarized as the theory that causal 
determinism, the view that all events are determined by preceding events, is accurate, 
therefore, no one has free will (Murtagh, 2013, p. 224.) Hard incompatibilism, on the other 
hand, theorizes that humans do not possess the free will that is necessary for moral 
responsibility, regardless of the truth or existence of causal determinism (Murtagh, 2013, 
p. 224.) Hence, there are multiple groups of people which believe that human beings do 
not have the capacity to make decisions through the employment of free will, therefore, 
many believe that humans cannot be held morally responsible for the decision that they 
make. Similarly, Judith Mehta has acknowledged special cases where she reflects that 
rationality is bounded (Mehta, 2013, p. 1248.) In instances when decision heuristics are 
used, which are essentially strategies that speed up decision-making, they can ‘introduce 
systematic biases,’ limiting the ability of the individual to achieve the best possible 
outcome, and, therefore, limiting rational thinking (Mehta, 2013, p. 1249.) With the 
influence of decision heuristics on rationality in mind, the likelihood of free will being 
innate can be called into question, as well as the well-established and widespread belief of 
moral responsibility (Murtagh, 2013, p. 224.).

Regardless of the discourse on free will and rationality in academia, both concepts are 
still relied upon heavily within society and law. As researchers continue to further the 
world’s understanding of the reality of human rational thought, attention should also be 
drawn to how the assumption of rationality has potentially harmed certain demographics 
over time. Criminal justice policy incorporates a fixed perspective, devoid of context and 
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circumstance in its definition. An ongoing criticism of this viewpoint is how social and 
economic hardships diminish the human capacity for free will, which is an essential 
viewpoint to consider when assessing how the assumption of free will can be harmful. 
The conundrum with applying the theories that support free will is the inequities within 
the communities that policies incorporating such a theory may affect. This limitation often 
sets a standard for the ‘normal’ level of capacity for rationality, which does not represent 
many demographics, especially those experiencing oppression. If decision heuristics are 
accompanied by systematic biases, this means they likely are influenced by the resources 
and environment an individual grows up with or has access to. This introduces a potential 
obstacle to rational thinking for individuals and communities that are not provided with 
the same resources, standards of living, and support that many others receive. This 
perspective of course discussion, allowed students to question economic assumptions. 
As one student noted in their exit survey, ‘Economic assumptions do affect the evaluation 
of a situation. For example, a common economic assumption is that everyone is a market 
is a rational actor. This presents a huge limitation, because the situation then is only 
analyzed through the lens that participants are fully rational, which may not be the case.’

In Our Mind, Our Selves, cognitive psychology professor Keith Oatley acknowledges that 
it is up to chance ‘to be born with these parents rather than those,’ or ‘with one set of 
abilities rather than those,’ therefore, the situations certain people must grow up in or rely 
on for development can be a source of inequity (Oatley, 2018, p. 62.) Systemic biases can 
impact the decision-making process, and one of the most detrimental and extensive 
sources of inequity in humanity is poverty. It is known that components of poverty include 
a lack of proper resources that are standard for a society, or relative deprivation, as well as 
an unequal distribution of those resources across communities (Bradshaw, 2011, p. 94.) 
And, as explained by social policy professor Jonathan Bradshaw, ‘relative deprivation and 
indeed inequality are important because they have an impact on well-being or happi-
ness,’ both of which are mental states that can influence the decision-making process 
(Bradshaw, 2011, p. 97.) Additionally, it has been found that childhood poverty impairs 
cognitive development as well as ‘socioemotional processing,’ further indicating that 
experiencing poverty has bearing on the mental processes involved in rational thinking 
(Kolb & Gibb, 2015, p. 215.) However, more research needs to be done on the relationship 
between poverty and subjective well-being before we can truly understand the lengths to 
which poverty diminishes overall life satisfaction and contributes to cognitive impair-
ments (Bradshaw, 2011, p. 97.) Without a deeper acknowledgement of the roots of 
rational thinking and how circumstances influence its development, there will not be 
equality in the treatment of individuals with obstacles that impede their rationality and 
free will.

The interconnection between poverty, education, nutrition, cognitive development, 
and economic prospects provided an opportunity for inclusion of multidisciplinary in 
course discussion and an understanding of the arbitrariness of disciplinary silos along 
with the limitations of the same. To some extent this discussion aligns with Hooks (1994) 
discussion of disciplinary inclusion in fostering a democratic and inclusive classroom by 
simply including areas of study that may be in an individual student’s concentration 
(p.38). Similarly, interdisciplinarity shifts the power dynamic in the classroom, providing 
the student with the status of teacher and the teacher the role of student; a vulnerability 
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also addressed by hooks to foster an engaged learning environment (Hooks, 1994, p. 21). 
A discussion of how childhood poverty relates to crime follows.

Childhood poverty

Child poverty is a major issue within the U.S. Given the fact that children have no control 
over their socio-economic status, the vicious cycle of poverty appears the most unfair 
when evaluated from the lens of their vulnerability. Compounding the economic status of 
poverty and the social stigma associated with it is the racialization of poverty. 
Unfortunately, due to historical discrimination, stereotyping and institutionalization of 
the same, there is racial bias in those classified as poor, as is evident of Black Americans. In 
2006, 33% of Black children under the age of eighteen were in poverty (Cancian & 
Danziger, 2009) and the proportion increased by the 2013 Census. Children were found 
to ‘make up 27 [percent] of the Black population, but 38 [percent] of Blacks in poverty’ 
(Patten and Krogstad (2015). In 2019, Child Trends based on data from the 2017 Census, 
reported that 57% of Black children were classified as low income, while 25% were in 
poverty and nearly 11% in deep poverty; in all classification being more highly repre-
sented as a proportion of their racial classification than any other grouping. There is also 
an observable relationship between poverty and two parent homes (Child Trends 
Databank, 2019). 43% of Black children living in single-mother families lived in poverty 
in 2017 compared with 10% for those living in a married two-parent household (Child 
Trends Databank, 2019).

Based on average length of time in poverty, research indicates that the average Black 
child is poor for roughly 5.5 years, while the average white child is poor for less than a year 
(Cancian & Danziger, 2009). This disparity plays a major role in the accessibility and 
affordability of quality childcare and education, as well as general childhood develop-
ment. While research acknowledges that not every Black child receives low quality child-
care and education, as determined “based on observations of providers’ sensitive and 
responsive interactions, health and safety practices, and the frequency of language/ 
literacy and math/numeracy activities offered to children,” over 10% are enrolled in 
programs providing inadequate quality care (Iruka & Morgan, 2014). High quality child-
care has been shown to improve future health, productivity, education, and pay, increas-
ing the chances of a child’s future success (The Raising of America, (n.d.)). It has also been 
demonstrated that poor socio-economic status can negatively affect development, as the 
caretakers of a child might not be able to supply them with the adequate time or 
monetary investment (e.g. books, materials, safe housing, and enriching learning experi-
ences) (Cancian & Danziger, 2009). These investments help children to grow cognitively, 
increasing the number of words known and reading level, as well as socially, helping them 
receive the attention and emotional responses they need to develop properly. However, 
limited parental interaction due to poverty as well as school funding related to the 
residential distribution of the poor are related and exacerbating influences on adverse 
childhood outcomes and can essentially be referenced as compounding factors to the 
negative relationship between cognitive development and poverty (Gordon & Cui, 2014).

Given that parental sensitivity and quality of schooling is strongly correlated to income, 
children from low-income households, especially children of color, are placed at an 
inherent disadvantage when compared to their wealthier peers. Long before their 
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schooling begins, parental stress related to finances impacts the child, potentially hinder-
ing their social and emotional development. Further, supposing a parent is positively 
involved in their child’s schoolwork, their potential impact can be negated by a poor 
school system. Low-income communities tend to lack school funding, and this lack of 
funding often leads to poorer education. This demonstrates that, while child development 
starts in the home, the impact of the community also shapes development. Additionally, 
poverty has negative effects on the larger community and government. Poor health 
caused by poverty can lower productivity as well as put a strain on the healthcare system. 
Moreover, the lack of job opportunities further lowers productivity, reducing overall social 
welfare. In order to facilitate positive parenting and quality early life experiences, it is 
paramount that parents have access to jobs that pay a living wage, as well as access to 
affordable, quality childcare. For many negative life outcomes, poverty is the foundational 
problem. In addressing this connection, student understanding of the potential for 
economic intervention surfaced,

One of my biggest takeaways from this course was that in many cases people commit crimes 
because they do not feel they have alternatives, or in a broader sense, they fall out of our 
economic system and feel the negative impacts from that      (Student course exit comment).

Healing the uninformed

The outcome of the understanding the context of the racialization of poverty and crime 
and the complexity of the impact of both on social conditions, individual and community 
development, as well as the institutionalization of the criminalization of race, all within the 
assumptions that have guided the economic evaluation of crime, rational behavior and 
free will, provided the students involved in this project an opportunity to connect context 
with the conditions that have been normalized by media and in economics. Specifically, 
for student course participants, whose comments have framed the topics of this paper, 
the course and curriculum evaluation of the limitations of economics and the need to 
include qualitative assessment, historical and contextual understanding, and ultimately 
question assumptions including the use of macro assessment in lieu of micro analysts 
affected their perception and understanding.

Further, selected course exit surveys provided below and noted throughout this 
discussion capture the learning objectives for the course. These are differentiated from 
standard objectives (e.g. Understand how the tools of economic analysis can be used to 
understand various aspects of crime, use theories about institutions and governance to 
understand various aspects of organized crime, analyze how different criminal markets 
are governed, and understand the implications of economic analysis for public policy on 
crime) as they target how social factors affect crime, including normalized discrimination 
and also, question the validity of economic assumptions.

Economic assumptions can introduce bias into an evaluation that may be seen as objective 
when it is not. This can then perpetuate bias and create a cycle that reinforces potentially 
false information, which is a limitation of economic evaluations(Student course exit comment).

One thing I will remember from this class going forward is that policymaking takes a personal 
approach to evaluate an impersonal issue. The desire of a few lawmakers to change and 
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reform is so passionate but tries to paint the picture with one large brushstroke when really 
a combination of tinier strokes is needed. Thus, while useful, the economic approach (nor any 
lone approach for that matter) will not be sufficient in effectively solving critical societal 
issues in the long run                                                             (Student course exit comment).

There were two main perspectives missing from my understanding of the relationship 
between Economics and Crime Analysis under the ‘Rational Crime’ model, which I believe 
this class enlightened me to. The first is considering how socioeconomic standing changes 
the cost of crime, not only the benefit. While it seems obvious in retrospect, I hadn’t 
considered that those who are socioeconomically disadvantaged not only have more to 
gain from certain types of crime, but also have the least to lose if caught. Likewise, I have only 
just recently begun to consider the principle of expected value and found it interesting to 
learn how both the severity and certainty of a given punishment factor into the rationale of 
a would-be criminal                                                               (Student course exit comment).

Economic evaluations do affect the evaluation of a situation and presents limitations to the 
proper analysis of a situation. Often, economics doesn’t account for and assumes things that 
may not be true. If you limit yourself to cost-benefit analysis or just the economics of a crime

you leave out important factors and externalities that play into a situation                                                                                               
(Student course exit comment).

An idea that was repeated throughout this class was that assigning a monetary value to 
individuals is a dangerous concept. For instance, once we see individuals as having little to no 
monetary value, we open a gateway to see them as disposable. I loved this idea in Nobody 
that we read. When we see poor people as poor and thus having no value for the economy, 
we render them as disposable. But human life is not disposable, and no sort of reasoning can 
justify it                                                                                 (Student course exit comment).

These comments highlight the outcome of readings, discussion, and instructor engage-
ment to create a learning environment. As hooks noted, fostering a learning environment 
requires the professor to be vulnerable to the learning experience and at times be the first 
to share how the curriculum affects them to open the opportunity for students to allow 
a connection with the same (Hooks, 1994, p. 21). This practice of engagement was 
incorporated within the class meetings, and vulnerability was acknowledged as I was 
always aware of course evaluations and the potential impact of student dislike for a non- 
traditional instruction style related to the teaching of economics. Further and related, in 
order to facilitate discussion and also create a safe environment for potentially challen-
ging and polarizing topics, I provided personal examples, allowing for engagement on 
a more personal level that yielded to a more collaborative classroom. However, age and 
maturity of students can affect how this freedom is exercised and can diminish an 
instructor as some students may challenge authority with the conveyance of collabora-
tion. Ensuring and maintaining a respectful environment is therefore requisite to estab-
lishing a collaborative classroom experience. I was able to create this by starting slow and 
integrating discussion with lecture and slowly moving the course discussion to the class 
participants through group presentation assessments and group projects. These both 
assisted in establishing micro collaborations that promoted trust within the classroom 
and yielded more discussion as the semester progressed.

My motivation for teaching is simply related to what I view as the significance of what 
I have to share. However, without engagement and inclusion of my students, I risk 
providing a limited perspective for us all. Every time I communicate, I learn as 

16 M. VENKATESAN ET AL.



I generate ideas in my desire to connect but I also learn. My learning is not limited to in- 
class voicing of students’ opinions, backgrounds, and academic perspectives that often 
include learnings from other courses but is also found in the resources that they share 
with me as they develop a connection with me during the term. Implicitly, I have implicitly 
aligned to hooks’ Teaching to Transgress (1994) and cannot see any alternative to 
teaching.
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