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• America’s jails and prisons are epicenters of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and the devastation of the 
ongoing public health crisis continues to fall harder on 
the nation’s incarcerated population

• As of June 2021, at least 398,627 incarcerated
individuals had tested positive for the virus

• COVID-19 has infected one in five prisoners in the 
country, a rate more than four times as high as the 
general population

• The COVID-19 morality rate among incarcerated 
individuals is more than twice that of the death rate for 
the American public

• Several of the nation’s top hotspots of the novel 
coronavirus are connected to jails and prisons
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Drawing connections between history and the present crisis of
COVID-19, this research argues that the disproportionate impact

of the COVID-19 pandemic on incarcerated individuals in the 
United States is a direct result and exacerbation of longstanding 

conditions and barriers that have continually harmed and 
marginalized this population.

Recent and longer histories illustrate how past disease outbreaks 
in correctional facilities, unethical clinical research practices 

behind bars, and a persistent lack of access to adequate health
care and healthy living environments for incarcerated individuals 
have contributed to the population’s increased vulnerability to the 

novel coronavirus.
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• Contextualizes the disproportionate impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on incarcerated individuals in the United State

• Reflects themes of health equity, social justice, civil and 
human rights advocacy, and inclusion in regard to the 
nation’s incarcerated population

• Comprises a comprehensive overview of one of the country’s 
most underserved and underrepresented populations

• Emphasizes the importance of elevating the voices, 
perspectives, and experiences of marginalized groups

• Past disease outbreaks and epidemics and the current 
COVID-19 crisis showcase a tragic continuity of problems
pertaining to prison health throughout several time periods

• By unraveling a deeper examination of COVID-19 and past 
disease outbreaks and epidemics in America’s correctional 
facilities, this analysis helps reveal the many similarities 
between the management of each of these crises in the 
country’s jails and prisons

• Past histories of unethical clinical research behind bars 
illustrate incarcerated individuals’ current distrust with the 
prison establishment and fears and wariness of receiving 
coronavirus vaccines

• Formerly incarcerated individuals who were subjected to 
experimentation while behind bars in more recent decades 
can now face higher risks for a severe infection or death 
from COVID-19

• Longstanding barriers and conditions that have resulted 
from past histories of unethical clinical research practices 
behind bars continue to harm and marginalize incarcerated 
people in the United States, impacting their health and
ability to gain access to resources and care


