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Trauma is a significant psychic injury produced by an 
overwhelming, threatening experience (or accumulated 
experiences)  that:

• fundamentally undermines sense of safety
• leads to the dysregulation of treat detection system 

(i.e., internal “smoke detector”)

Traumatic Experiences
involve exposure to (actual
or threatened) death, serious 
injury, violation of bodily 
integrity (as in sexual assault),
childhood neglect, or chronic 
toxic stress

Exposure can be to the 
individuals directly targeted, 
witnesses, or through indirect 
exposure (e.g., learning about 
the event from targeted family 
members, or in course of professional duty). 

Two prominent factors:
• Danger/Threats to basic needs (especially safety needs)
• Powerlessness/Lack of control

Trauma Traumatic Incarceration

Traumatic Incarceration is a prison or jail term in an 
institutional context that is disposed to produce the relevant 
psychic injuries.

• Analogies: unsafe workplaces, unsanitary kitchens
• Dispositional and explanatory concept
• Trauma more likely, but not guaranteed
• Possible metrics:

• “average” person (general population)?
• “average” incarcerated person?
• those most vulnerable to trauma?

• Independent of intentions

What institutional factors contribute to carceral trauma?

● frequent (threat of) violence (by inmates and jailers)
● little control over environment

● pervasive PTSD triggers (noise, overcrowding, etc.)
● coerced pat downs/strip searches/body cavity searches

● prolonged isolation/solitary confinement
● physical and social separation from loved ones

● lack of personal/safe space
● few productive outlets/forms of recreation
● inadequate access to mental health care

● staff inadequately informed/trained about trauma
● chronic toxic stress

What are the implications of 
widespread trauma for the 

ethics of punishment?

Background:
People with criminal convictions are significantly more likely 
to have experienced traumatic life events than the rest of the 
population. 

• Childhood abuse, sexual abuse, neglect
• Sexual assault
• Robbery, assault, attempted murder
• Community violence
• Police violence
• Poverty, deprivation

Common frames:
Childhood abuse/neglect as mitigating factor in criminal 
sentencing? 

Diminished culpability/responsibility for individuals with 
adverse life experiences?

Do we have standing to punish people living in conditions of 
criminogenic social injustice?

Objectives:
❑ To articulate an alternative moral challenge posed by 

high rates of trauma within incarcerated communities

▪ To introduce and explain the concept of traumatic 
incarceration, and to identify some of the key 
factors that contribute to carceral trauma

▪ To identify a distinctive wrong that is done when we 
subject people with histories of traumatic 
victimization to traumatic incarceration

❑ To outline the practical implications of this challenge for 
prison reform (or abolition)

Note:
Intersectionality is important. Trauma is not distributed 
uniformly throughout the population. Additionally, criminal 
justice is imposed on members of different groups differently, 
and a given criminal justice practice can have profoundly 
different impacts on different people.

The Challenge

• Traumatic incarceration threatens to re-open and exacerbate 
wounds created by prior trauma, often forcing survivors to 
relive or re-experience their past victimization, amplifying and 
perpetuating the past harms, and presenting obstacles to 
healing from those past experiences.

• Punishment’s important moral roles include expressing the 
community’s disapproval/condemnation of criminal 
wrongdoing, to distance the community from those behaviors, 
and to express solidarity and support for their victims.

• Penal “harsh treatments” that reopen old wounds of traumatic 
victimization are incompatible with this moral role; by 
recruiting the prior trauma, these punishments become 
entangled with the past victimization.

• Moreover, this retraumatization is not justifiable vis-à-vis other 
standard penal rationales.

Crime reduction:
• Trauma can be criminogenic.
• Trauma can increase vulnerability to victimization.

Retribution:
• Trauma cannot be properly calibrated/lacks 

proportionality.
• Retraumatization cannot be deserved (harms entangled 

with past traumatic victimization are undeserved).

The Way Forward?

Amelioration: Assumes prison system much as it exists, 

and attempts to introduce trauma-informed 
principles to reduce retraumatization (e.g., 
“Trauma-Informed Corrections”)

Abolition: Sees the U.S. prison system as 

(fundamentally?) incompatible with our 
moral obligations toward people with 
histories of traumatic victimization

What would it look like if we built in a concern for trauma 
survivors from the very beginning when designing a criminal 
justice system?

● trauma-informed design 
● promoting safety 

● allowing convicted persons to maintain autonomy & control
● access to social services (including mental health services 

● prevention & treatment  
● building trust & social connection 

● rethinking criminal justice footprint & geographic distribution 
● confinement within communities or alternatives to confinement 

● no more warehousing inmates 
● no more supermax 

● abolish traumatic policing
● restorative justice 
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