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Prison Overcrowding Rhetorical Analysis
Saying the U.S. has the highest population of incarcerated inmates is a hefty statement, but one that is absolutely true. Back in October of 2015, a  group called NowThis World posted a video entitled, “Why The U.S. Has More Prisoners Than Any Other Country” sharing their view on America’s overcrowded prison system. While it presents many interesting facts and figures, this video does rely heavily on terministic screens as well as the use of ethos, pathos, and logos to convey its message. At the end of the day this message is still true, but the way they paint the picture of the prison overcrowding epidemic can be a little misleading. 
	The video starts off with a statement saying that the “U.S. justice department announced that they were releasing six thousand inmates from federal prisons from around the country,” (World), which turns out to be the highest number of prisoners to be released at one time in all of American history. First off we are given a big ol’ bite of logos to get us warmed up. A quote from the New York Times is displayed to back up this statement. This serves two purposes; one, to establish logos so the viewer gets facts, and two, to establish some ethos and credibility from the NowThis World presenters of the video. 
	Just as we are getting confident the video will be concise and factual we are presented with a figure stating that the U.S. incarcerates roughly 1 in 100 of its citizens with 2.2 million 
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inmates currently serving time. This is a terministic screen because the U.S. population in 2015 was three hundred and twenty one million, which when divided by one hundred comes out to roughly 3.2 million. In addition to that, the 2.2 million figure we were given earlier says “citizens,” (World), so does that mean it does not include the number of immigrants awaiting deportation? This figure left me with more questions than answers. 
	Shortly following, we get to hear about the number of prisoners in 1979. With only about three hundred thousand prisoners at the time, this number is provided to set up their next point, which is to focus on drug offenses. The figure is given that “in that same time period, the number of people incarcerated for drug offenses increased by over one thousand percent.” (World). It is very convenient they used a terministic screen to choose 1979, because beginning in 1980 there was a huge shift in focus to incarcerating drug related offenders. 
	As this fact is being given, an image of a Louisiana State Penitentary in 1975 is shown purely for pathos. It’s a black and white image of a side shot of a few cells with inmates hands hanging out. It’s very plain and simple, almost too plain. It catches the eye with its simplicity, points out the somewhat unsanitary conditions, and only gives us a glimpse of the inmates hands that hang from their cell doors, leaving us to feel sorry for the inmates, and the image can almost convey a sense of accountability to help better their environment. 
	That leads into the 1980’s, a time when America was shifting focus, in a political sense, to the war on drugs. There was a significant crackdown on the drug epidemic leading to a huge spike in individuals being incarcerated for drug related offenses. Couple this with the fact that most states have a three strikes law, which is when a person has been convicted of a serious 
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crime twice before, their third strike is much more likely to carry a life sentence, and we have got ourselves a vicious cycle. Sentences were increased and parole was reduced in order to keep more criminals off of the streets and keep society safer. The video uses another terministic screen when claiming that, “small crimes would send a person to jail whether it was justifiable or not,” (World), but they never do define “small crime” or give an example of a justifiable or non-justifiable act so the audience has a more clear understanding of that statement. 
	Once again, a picture is shown that is purely for the use of playing on the audiences emotions. What is depicted is a Florida correctional institution in 1989 when a line of inmates are outside. They are lined up in a single file order with their hands resting on the shoulders of the man in front of them. In addition to that, everyone is bald. This makes us feel like the inmates had no identity.  They were all standardized within this particular correctional facility. No one has a smile. No one has that spark in their eye. No one looks like they want to be there. It is heavily playing on our sense of pathos once again by making us look at the product of the prison machine.  
	Keeping with the same theme of pathos, the video presents the fact that in the same time that the war on drugs was starting, sentences were being increased, and parole was being decreased, a large number of “mental health services across the country were cut to the bone.” (World). This alone was logos, but the way it was presented simply lends itself to pathos. It is stated that because these services were cut, many mentally-ill individuals were now out on the streets where the police were forced to deal with them. Next, a quote from Al Jazeera was put 
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up saying that the U.S. has roughly ten times the amount of mentally-ill prisoners compared to mentally-ill patients in state hospitals. This is logos, a simple statement of fact, but also works as ethos by establishing credibility to the statements made by the “NowThis World” video. 
	The video then takes a turn toward focusing on the minorities and the lower class in America and how they play a part in our prison system. First up is illegal immigrants. The U.S. has, at times, incarcerated illegal immigrants either while they are awaiting deportation or simply in lieu of deportation all together. This, coupled with the picture of a detention center in Arizona, can easily be seen as pathos. There is no clarification as to why they were detained in lieu of deportation, it is just stated to draw our attention to the matter.
	Once we are invested in the topic we move to the Fair Sentencing Act. Instead of saying, “it was enacted in 2010” the video says, “it took until 2010 for President Obama to pass the Fair Sentencing Act.” (World). This is a terministic screen meant to make us feel like this has been long overdue instead of something that just happened. The rest of this argument is presented as logos but easily lends itself to pathos. It is stated that the Fair Sentencing Act generally deals with balancing longer sentences given to lower class and minority communities because of crack, and shorter sentences for more affluent communities because of powder cocaine. 
	While these acts are being passed and strides are being made, there is still an issue looming: private prisons. Generally, the more convictions private prisons get, the more funding they receive, and if you think back, newly enacted laws have made it easier for people to get convicted. Now that a money incentive has been added for convictions then of course there is going to be overcrowding. The picture shown behind this argument is a bunch of inmates in 
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their bunks in a gymnasium in California because of overcrowding. This picture serves as ethos, as evidence for our overcrowding and its effects. 
	The last real point made is that of comparison. It is brought up that our culture has accepted life long prison sentences as a normality at times, and until our views line up with those of, “other developed countries, the U.S. will continue cramming millions of inmates into five thousand total prisons.” (World). That’s a pretty big terministic screen. Other developed countries? Like what? Switzerland (which has about the same population as the state of Virginia)? Also, the 2.2 million inmate figure we were provided earlier divided by the 5,000 total prison figure we were just given comes out to 440 prisoners per prison. I’ve never been in a prison, so I don’t really know, but that doesn’t seem like a whole lot, especially considering I’ve heard of high school graduating classes bigger than that. Couple that with the notion that we don’t know if that 2.2 million includes juveniles, people simply awaiting trial, Indian Reservation Jails, etc. and the figures given start to seem a little wonky. 
	Nonetheless, our prison system does consist of the largest number of incarcerated inmates in the world. Why is this? The video “Why The U.S. Has More Prisoners Than Any Other Country” says it’s largely thanks to the war on drugs and the targeting of minority and lower class communities. Unfortunately this is a harsh reality for many Americans, but there are ways to help. We have access to resources that include rehabilitation clinics and drug programs designed to reintegrate the prisoner with society. With enough support, our prison system can be transformed into a productive tool that is able to reintegrate citizens into society. 
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