
 

NATIONAL PROJECT EXPLORES THE HISTORY AND FUTURE OF MASS                 
INCARCERATION THROUGH EXHIBITION AND STORY EXCHANGE 
Project led by The New School in New York City Brings Together 500­Plus Students and                             
Formerly Incarcerated Individuals from 20 Cities to Tackle Mass Incarceration 

States of Incarceration exhibition on view: April 3­24 at The New School's Sheila C.                           
Johnson Design Center, Arnold and Sheila Aronson Galleries, 66 Fifth Ave. 

Exhibition and Project Launch Event featuring a conversation on Kalief Browder and                       
Rikers Island: Thursday, April 14, 6­7:30 p.m. at The Auditorium, 66 W. 12th St. 

National Conference featuring stories of incarceration: Friday and Saturday, April 15 and                       
16, 9 a.m.­5 p.m. at Theresa Lang Community and Student Center, 55 W. 13th St. 

 

Aerial view of Rikers Island in New York City. (Photo/Darcy Bender) 

NEW YORK, April 4, 2016—This month, a New School­led coalition of 500 university students and formerly incarcerated                                 
individuals from 20 cities launches ​States of Incarceration​, the first national traveling multi­media exhibition and coordinated                               
public dialogue to explore the history and future of mass incarceration in the United States. 

The exhibition and project, the culmination of two years of planning and discussion between the participating communities, is a                                     
national public reckoning with one of the most pressing issues facing the country. Using many tools of truth and reconciliation                                       
processes, the 20 communities explored the deep historical roots of incarceration, shared personal stories related to the issue,                                   
and strategized ways of enacting policy change.  

The exhibition and project will launch April 14­16 at The New School in New York City before traveling to the 19 other                                           
communities that created it. In each community, it will focus on an issue of incarceration that is unique to that community; The                                           
New School exhibition, a collaboration between university students and ​The Fortune Society​, will spotlight Rikers Island. 

"Remembering ​our ​​past ​by sharing ​human­centered ​​stories of oppression and triumph is critical to repairing the harm of mass                                     
incarceration, and identifying a clear path to national ​and local ​policy change,” said Glenn E. Martin, founder and president of                                       
JustLeadershipUSA​, a national advocacy organization that contributed to the project. “States of Incarceration acknowledges                           
the traumatic generational effects on the communities we've failed. It builds a new public memory and national narrative that’s                                     
critical for guiding the ​path to a more restorative ​future.”  

A national launch event on April 14 will feature a conversation between Martin and Venida Browder, mother of Kalief Browder,                                       
whose arrest at sixteen for the alleged crime of stealing a backpack and subsequent three­year imprisonment at Rikers Island                                     
without trial sparked national debate about solitary confinement and calls to shut down the jail. 

 

http://statesofincarceration.org/
http://events.newschool.edu/event/states_of_incarceration_-_exhibition#.Vv1cDGQrIlV
http://fortunesociety.org/
https://www.justleadershipusa.org/
http://events.newschool.edu/event/states_of_incarceration_national_launch


 

The events continue Friday and Saturday, April 15 and 16 with a ​national summit of the 500­plus participants of States of                                         
Incarceration—students, formerly incarcerated individuals, and leading national scholars and advocates—who will tell stories                         
of the roots of incarceration in their respective communities. Stories include how a slave plantation in Louisiana became the                                     
infamous Angola prison, how the Dakota Wars left legacies of high rates of Native American incarceration in Minnesota, and                                     
how numbers of immigration detention centers have skyrocketed alongside other prisons. 

Designed by Brooklyn, N.Y.­based architecture firm ​Matter Practice in collaboration with graphic designers​Pure+Applied​, the                             
States of Incarceration exhibition features interviews with formerly incarcerated people, corrections officers, and policy                           
advocates; images capturing the evolution of crime and punishment in different contexts; and data demonstrating the                               
explosive growth of incarceration and its impact on American society. It will be on view at The New School’s Sheila C. Johnson                                           
Design Center April 3 to 24. 

States of Incarceration also includes a web platform,​statesofincarceration.org​; public dialogues; a “Shape the Debate” mobile                               
campaign; and a podcast series. Designed by ​Picture Projects​, a Brooklyn, N.Y.­based studio, these elements expand on the                                   
travelling exhibition and provide a medium to connect communities across the country. 

“We can’t fix the criminal justice system in any meaningful or transformative way without properly diagnosing its many                                   
problems,” said Khalil Gibran Muhammad, professor of history, race and public policy at the Harvard Kennedy School.                                 
“Knowing how we got to this point is critical, to be sure. But so too is changing the culture of punishment by building a shared                                                 
understanding of the past. I can’t think of a more powerful way to achieve these goals than a public history project as                                           
remarkable as States of Incarceration." 

States of Incarceration is a project of ​Humanities Action Lab​, a collaboration of 20 universities, led by The New School,                                       
working with issue­based organizations and public spaces to foster new public dialogue on contested social issues, through                                 
public humanities projects that explore the diverse local histories and current realities of shared global concerns. Universities                                 
partnering in States of Incarceration are Arizona State University, Brown University, DePaul University, Duke University,                             
Indiana University­Purdue University Indianapolis, Northeastern University, Parsons Paris, Rutgers University­Newark,                   
Rutgers University­New Brunswick, Skidmore College, The New School, University of California, Riverside, University of                           
Connecticut, University of Massachusetts Amherst, University of Miami, University of Minnesota, University of New Orleans,                             
University of North Carolina at Greensboro, University of Texas at Austin, and Vanderbilt University. 

“Our goal is to build a national public memory of the incarceration generation, and a public dialogue on what should happen                                         
next,” says Liz Sevcenko, Director of the Humanities Action Lab.  
­­ 
Founded in 1919, ​The New School was born out of principles of academic freedom, tolerance, and experimentation.                                 
Committed to social engagement, The New School today remains in the vanguard of innovation in higher education, with more                                     
than 10,000 undergraduate and graduate students challenging the status quo in design and the social sciences, liberal arts,                                   
management, the arts, and media. The New School welcomes thousands of adult learners annually for continuing education                                 
courses and calendar of lectures, screenings, readings, and concerts. Through its online learning portals, research institutes,                               
and international partnerships, The New School maintains a global presence. Learn more at ​newschool.edu​. 

The Sheila C. Johnson Design Center (SJDC) ​is an award­winning campus center for Parsons The New School for Design                                     
that combines learning and public spaces with exhibition galleries to provide an important new downtown destination for art                                   
and design programming. The mission of the Center is to generate an active dialogue on the role of innovative art and design                                           
in responding to the contemporary world. Its programming encourages an interdisciplinary examination of possibility and                             
process, linking the university to local and global debates. The center is named in honor of its primary benefactor, New School                                         
Trustee and Parsons Board of Governors Member Sheila C. Johnson. The design by Rice+Lipka Architects is the recipient of                                     
numerous awards, including an Honor Award from the American Institute of Architects. 

Co­sponsored by the ​Humanities Action Lab​, ​JustLeadershipUSA​, the ​Center for New York City Affairs​, ​Create Forward​, the                                 
Fortune Society​, and ​Theatre of the Oppressed NYC​. 

This project was made possible in part by the ​Institute of Museum and Library Services​, ​National Endowment for the                                     
Humanities​, ​Whiting Foundation​, ​Open Society Foundations​, and ​TenLegs​. 

Support from The New School was provided by ​Executive Dean's Office, New School for Public Engagement​, ​Bachelor’s                                 
Program for Adult and Transfer Students​, ​School of Art, Media, and Technology, Parsons​, and Zolberg Institute for Migration                                   
and Mobility​. 
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