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Introduction
A New Phase for Criminal Justice Reform

After years of public and scholarly debate, the United States’ 
incarceration rates have finally declined significantly. From 
their height during the early aughts, when 670 people per one 
hundred thousand were incarcerated, the numbers are now back 
to the level of 1995, with 556 out of one hundred thousand people 
in prison. The trend of a steadily increasing prison population 
has been reversed, but “the Land of the Free” still incarcerates 
far more people than any comparable European nation (Fair and 
Walmsley 2021). This outlier status invites international compar-
isons, but US scholars have mostly looked inward to understand  
the specific dynamics of crime and incarceration beleaguering the  
nation since the mid-1980s.1

There are many good reasons to shy away from a detailed 
comparative approach. The United States is unique in its diver-
sity and size. Consequently, the country’s political structure 
is very different from other Western countries (Prasad 2012). 
In a theoretically rich analysis of the German and American  
criminal justice systems, Savelsberg (1994) focused on how 
knowledge production is institutionalized in both countries.  

Introduction
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US institutions, he argued, were less bureaucratized and more  
easily influenced by public sentiments about crime and pun-
ishment. German institutions, in contrast, operated more inde-
pendently from public discourse and did not bend to popular 
demands as easily.

Today, US journalists, scholars, and nonprofits longingly 
point to the Nordic countries and Germany as alternatives to 
the current state of mass incarceration (Turner and Travis 2015; 
Rudes 2022).2 The calls for replicating a similar system in the 
United States fall on fertile ground. Based on a nationally repre
sentative survey conducted by the ACLU and Beneson Strategy,  
a large majority of Americans (92 percent) now believe that 
reforming the criminal justice system is necessary.3 High costs 
of incarceration, combined with high recidivism rates, have led 
even former supporters of zero tolerance policies to rethink 
their approach. After only a few days in office President Biden, 
for example, took executive action and ordered the phasing out 
of privately operated federal prisons.4 Netflix shows like Orange 
is the New Black and media personalities like Kim Kardashian 
have mainstreamed support for criminal justice reform beyond 
the once small circle of activists and academics.5

Given the broad consensus about the need for change in the 
criminal justice system, Germany can offer insight into what  
a less retributive system in the United States could look like. A 
comparison can be especially useful once we bracket Germany’s 
commitment to rehabilitation historically, and scrutinize exclu-
sionary practices that developed beyond official punitive struc-
tures. In short: If we want to reform the criminal justice system 
in the United States, we not only have to consider the kind of 
policies we would like to implement; we also have to anticipate 
potential obstacles.
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Setting out to understand what it might entail to end mass 
incarceration, The Price of Freedom draws on repeated in-depth 
interviews with incarcerated young men in Germany and the 
United States. Comparing the Pennsylvania criminal justice 
system to the criminal justice system in the southern German 
state of Baden-Württemberg reveals historical and cultural 
contingencies that have impacted the development of punitive 
structures in both countries. As I will show over the course of 
this book, the seemingly lenient approach to punishment in 
southern Germany is implemented in tandem with an assump-
tion of cultural homogeneity that would be indefensible in the 
United States.

Wacquant (2009) and others have argued convincingly that 
exploding prison populations cannot be understood inde-
pendently from other social institutions that manage the 
poor (Fording, Soss, and Schram 2015). In its many more or 
less punitive iterations (prisons, jails, probation, parole, drug 
courts, etc.) the criminal justice system has a firm grip on 
disadvantaged communities across the United States. Build-
ing on this argument, The Price of Freedom contextualizes the 
young men’s punitive experience in the larger socioeconomic 
context they grew up in. Comparing educational opportu-
nities, the welfare state, labeling, and discrimination, I show 
how “outsider status” is constructed and internalized in both 
countries. Juxtaposing these two very different societies, 
I argue, allows us to assess why Germany can afford to be 
less punitive than the United States. Even more importantly,  
taking a comparative perspective brings into focus what 
needs to be done to end mass incarceration without increasing  
strain on segregated communities that are likely to receive the  
formerly incarcerated.



4  /  Introduction

Building a more humane system of punishment is a com-
plex undertaking in a country as vast and diverse as the United 
States—especially when reforming the criminal justice system  
has to go hand in hand with the expansion of social services 
(Soyer 2018; Sufrin 2017). The kind of safety net that exists in 
Germany cannot easily be transferred to the United States. The  
cultural imperative of individualism is incompatible with  
the idea of an encompassing welfare state that requires finan-
cial transparency and cultural assimilation in return for social  
services (Koopmanns 2010; Barry 2002).

On the other hand, mass incarceration of the poor, dispro-
portionately African American and Latino populations, has 
shaken the American project of freedom and equality for every-
one at its core. Criminal justice reform in the United States 
therefore needs to balance the different needs of a culturally 
heterogenous and ideological divided society with offering eas-
ily accessible services to those who have been institutionalized 
for decades. To achieve a more just society, the United States 
will be required to be more inclusive, more tolerant, and more 
generous than Western European countries that seem to have 
built more equal societies, but are still mostly advancing their 
own ethnically homogenous population.

Methodology and Fieldsites

When I drove through Pennsylvania for the first time in 2013,  
I was struck by how familiar the landscape felt. The rolling hills, 
farms at the edge of small towns, and mixed woodlands immedi-
ately reminded me of the area I grew up in southern Germany.  
As I made my way to my new temporary home in State College,  
I wondered whether the Amish immigrants, who came from 
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southern Germany three hundred years ago, settled here 
because central Pennsylvania reminded them of the old world 
they had left behind. The similarity of the landscape is decep-
tive. In the decades following World War II, the automobile 
industry turned southern Germany into an economic power-
house. Large parts of Pennsylvania never recovered from the 
deindustrialization that devastated once prosperous towns like 
Allentown or Pittsburgh (Gimple 1999). Unexpected differences 
hiding behind a familiar façade may be the most adequate way 
to summarize the cultural and institutional differences between 
the United States and Germany. The Price of Freedom makes use 
of this particular constellation of likeness and difference to 
develop a comparative perspective on the processes of margin-
alization and criminalization in both countries.

As a native German, using Germany as a counterexample to 
the United States is a natural choice for me. Aside from my per-
sonal proclivities, Germany also offers several interesting points 
of connection. Germany’s history has been deeply intertwined 
with the United States. After World War II, Allied forces under 
the guidance of the United States allowed Germany to recover 
and to establish robust democratic structures. For decades US 
troops were stationed on German soil offering security guaran-
tees against a looming threat from the Soviet Union. Even when 
the Trump presidency created a rift between both countries, the 
transatlantic cultural and political exchange remained intact.6 
The persisting cultural difference, in spite of strong political, 
economic, and cultural connections between the United States 
and Germany, I argue, offers a unique analytical opportunity. 
It allows us to conceptualize the potential obstacles the United 
States might encounter should it emulate a more lenient criminal  
justice system akin to Germany’s.
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Data collection for this book proceeded differently at both 
fieldsites, given the specificity of each criminal justice system. 
The young men in Pennsylvania faced long prison sentences 
while the young men in Germany were released within the time 
frame of this study. As a result, I was able to interview seven 
of the German respondents again after their release. Depend-
ing on their release date, the community interviews in Germany 
took place between six months to a year after the young men in 
question had left prison.

At the Pennsylvania fieldsite, I interviewed thirty young 
men aged between eighteen and twenty-one over the course of  
three months between April and June 2014. All respondents 
were incarcerated at the State Correctional Institution (SCI) 
Pine Grove in central Pennsylvania.7 They were housed in a 
unit that is specifically designed for young men who are adju-
dicated for crimes committed before they turn eighteen.8 In  
2014, approximately three hundred young men were held there. 
According to the Pennsylvania Juvenile Act, adults remain incar-
cerated at Pine Grove until they are twenty-two. If they have 
not finished their sentences by then, they are relocated to adult 
prisons across the state for the remainder of their sentences.9

I recruited participants through an internal communication 
system that sent a digital call for participation to those people 
who had a television in their cell. Thirty people agreed to be 
interviewed and I met with all but one participant three times 
over the course of three months.10 A majority of the respondents 
from Pennsylvania grew up in abject poverty and experienced 
a high level of childhood trauma. Housing instability, hunger, 
parental drug use, and being exposed to violence in their homes 
and neighborhoods were integral parts of the young men’s 
upbringings (Soyer 2018).
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The second field site for this project is the juvenile prison 
located in Adelsheim, a small town in Baden-Württemberg, 
Germany. In 2017, the German prison housed on average 340 
youths aged between fourteen and twenty-four. It is the only 
juvenile prison left in Baden-Württemberg.11 Thirteen out of 
the seventeen German youths who enrolled in this study had 
a so-called “migration background” (Migrationshintergrund), 
whereas four considered themselves to be ethnically German.12 
The setup of the juvenile prison, as well as the limited num-
ber of long-term prisoners, prevented an exact replication of the 
recruitment strategies utilized in Pennsylvania.

With the support of Wolfgang Stelly, a research associate at 
the Criminological Institute at the University of Tübingen and 
member of the Kriminologischer Dienst in Baden-Württemberg,  
I approached potential respondents individually and presented 
the research project to them.13 The young men recruited into 
the study had a comparable criminal record and similar age 
range to the Pennsylvania group. Their case files indicated that a 
majority was not able to complete even the most remedial school 
work, and several respondents were diagnosed with ADHD. The  
German young men who participated in the study served 
between one and five years in prison. Like their counterparts in 
Pennsylvania, they had been convicted of serious crimes, such 
as armed robbery, rape, or attempted murder. They were con-
sidered to be among the most serious cases in the state.

In addition to interview data, I rely on secondary sources 
and archival material from the Central Office of the State Jus-
tice Administrations for the Investigation of National Socialist 
Crimes in Ludwigsburg, Baden-Württemberg. This historical 
perspective traces the development of Germany’s criminal jus-
tice system post-World War II. The respondents’ narratives are 
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contextualized culturally and historically to explore how cur-
rent constructions of “otherness” relate to Germany’s fractured 
development as a nation (Brubaker 1992).

As is the case for many qualitative studies, this book trades off 
the number of respondents for in-depth engagement with them. 
At both sites, respondents were interviewed repeatedly. Owing 
to time constraints, data collection in Germany took place 
over the course of three consecutive summers. I observed and 
interviewed the respondents in different settings—in prison, at 
group homes, and at home with their families. I was able to doc-
ument their reentry trajectory, their frustrations, adjustments of 
expectations, and, in some cases, their disillusionment.

Since most of the young men in Pennsylvania served long 
sentences, it was not feasible to follow up with them on the 
outside. However, interviewing the young men repeatedly in 
prison, and meeting their relatives and friends on the outside, 
allowed me to build trust and get a deeper understanding of the 
circumstances of their upbringing. As I have laid out elsewhere, 
some of the young men disclosed to me for the first time their 
experience of abuse in the juvenile justice system (Soyer 2018).14

The small sample size and the localized data collection do 
not allow me to draw conclusions that are applicable nationwide 
in the United States or Germany. In The Price of Freedom I take a 
case-study approach to present theoretical insights into cultur-
ally specific processes of the construction of deviance and mass 
incarceration (Ragin and Becker 1992). The young men shared 
a variety of narratives that are not representative but indica-
tive of the kind of mechanisms at play in two different judicial 
systems. Following Max Weber, I consider the two cases “ideal 
types” that illuminate the contradictions and challenges of two 
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different approaches to social welfare provision and punishment 
(Weber 1949).

The interpretation of the narratives was a reflexive and  
hermeneutic exercise. The data were transcribed by research 
assistants and I coded both data sets using the qualitative word 
processing software Maxqda. In analyzing the data I referred to 
my prior work with the Pennsylvania data set and specifically 
looked for similarities and differences in the categories of child-
hood trauma, experience of childhood poverty, and provision 
of social services on the outside. I also added the category of 
“experience of racism and discrimination” to my analytical tool 
kit. In contrast to my prior work, this book draws extensively on 
the experience of discrimination and the young men’s identity 
construction in relation to being “othered.” While I deliberately 
excluded discussions of race and racism in my book Lost Child-
hoods, The Price of Freedom utilizes the opportunities inherent in 
a comparative study to demonstrate how historically contingent 
constructions of otherness shape young men’s understanding of 
themselves and their social positions.

Again, working in the Weberian tradition, I have focused on 
the most extreme cases of juvenile crime in both states. The 
young men I met do not represent the average struggling teen-
ager in both countries. They are extremely disadvantaged, trau-
matized, and had been institutionalized in various ways multiple  
times before I met them. Although I make no claims about  
the generalizability of the data, I do believe that this comparative 
case study can offer theoretical insights that may broaden the 
perspective of US scholars, activists, and politicians on the pos-
sibilities and challenges of criminal justice reform. Tables 1 and 2  
summarize the demographic characteristics of both samples.



Table 1
American respondents 

Name* Race 
Year  
of birth Conviction Sentence†

Alexander Latino 1993 Theft 2–4 years 

Andrew Mixed 1993 Burglary 2–6 years

Austin Black 1994 Arson 1–5 years 

Blake Black 1992 Drug manufacture / sale / deliver 1–5 years

Bryan Black 1993 Carrying firearm w/o license 2–5 years

Connor Mixed 1994 Robbery 3–10 years 

Dylan Black 1993 Murder 3rd degree 25–50 years

Elijah Black 1992 Drug manufacture / sale / deliver 3–7 years

Gabriel Black 1993 Robbery 4–8 years 

Henry White 1994 Theft 2–4 years

Issac Black 1994 Murder 3rd degree 20–40 years

Jaxon Black 1994 Robbery 2–8 years 

Jeremiah Black 1993 Aggravated assault 4–8 years 

Jesus Latino 1994 Aggravated harassment 2–4 years 

John Mixed 1994 Robbery 2–3 years 

Jordan Black 1993 Robbery 4–8 years 

Joshua Black 1993 Robbery 2–5 years 

Josiah Black 1993 Burglary 3–6 years

Julian White 1992 Aggravated assault 4–17 years

Kayden Black 1994 Aggravated assault 2–4 years 

Luke White 1994 Robbery 3–10 years

Marc Black 1994 Aggravated assault 9–20 years 

Mateo Latino 1993 Aggravated assault 2–5 years 

Miguel Latino 1992 Robbery 5–10 years

Nate Asian 1993 Theft of motor vehicles 4–8 years

Oliver White 1994 Receiving stolen property 9 months–3 years

Robert White 1993 Sale or transfer of firearms 15–30 years

Samuel Black 1994 Robbery 2–4 years

Tyler Black 1992 Robbery 5–12 years

William White 1994 Aggravated assault 4–8 years

*Names are anonymized.
†Numbers are rounded.



Table 2
German respondents

Name*
Parental Country  
of Origin

Year  
of Birth Conviction Sentence†

Carlo Italy / Togo 1999 Aggravated assault 3 years 

Conrad Germany 1995 Theft, property damage 2 years 

Burat Turkey 1999 Robbery and extortion 4 years

Miro Kosovo 1996 Aggravated sexual  
abuse of minors, 
theft

3 years, 3 months 

Thaman Sri Lanka ~1996 Rape and extortion 3 years

Sahib India 1996 Attempted murder 6 years

Arslan Turkey 1994 Attempted murder 5 years, 6 months 

Marcel Germany 1998 Robbery, theft,  
aggravated  
assault

2 years, 2 months 

Jens Croatia / Germany 2000 Extortion, aggravated 
theft 

2 years 

Martin Germany 1996 Receiving of stolen 
property 

1 year, 1 month 

Achim Germany 1997 Assault and battery 1 year, 6 months 

Johannes Germany / USA 1997 Assault and battery 1 year, 5 months 

Eren Turkey 1996 Assault, DUI, driving 
without a license, 
resisting arrest 

3 years, 9 months 

Armend Kosovo 1999 Harassment, theft,  
trespassing, damage 
to property 

1 year, 6 months

Alexander Uzbekistan 1997 Aggravated robbery, 
carrying a firearm

2 years, 9 months

Marko Roma from Serbia 1995 Assault, DUI,  
Driving without  
a License,  
Resisting Arrest

1 year, 6 months 

Adam Poland 1997 Aggravated assault  
with a weapon

2 years, 5 months 

*Names are anonymized.
†Numbers are rounded.
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Guns, Violent Crime, and Incarceration Rates

An important difference between the two cases is the ready access 
to guns respondents had in Pennsylvania. The number of people 
in southern Germany who have a license to own a firearm is negli-
gible in comparison to Pennsylvania, where weapons are for sale 
at Walmart. According to the Firearms Annual Report by the 
Pennsylvania State police, among a population of roughly thir-
teen million people, 1,141,413 firearms were officially purchased 
or transferred in 2020 alone.15 In 2022, Baden-Württemberg,  
with a population of about eleven million, counted about 
262,000 registered firearms.16 As is evident from these numbers, 
Germany’s regulation of gun ownership is much more restric-
tive. Receiving the permission to own a handgun or rifle is limi
ted to those who hunt or are sport shooters. Owners need to get 
certified regularly and have to present a psychological evalua-
tion as well. Semiautomatic guns are banned. Not having easy 
access to guns undoubtedly limited the kind of physical violence 
the German respondents were able to inflict. They were never 
involved in shootings or the accidental deaths related to hand
ling loaded weapons. Their neighborhoods were not plagued by 
gun violence either.

Overall, violent crime is a very rare occurrence in southern 
Germany. In 2020, Baden-Wuerttemberg had a homicide rate of 
2.8 per one hundred thousand people. Pennsylvania in contrast 
counted 8.5 homicides per one hundred thousand people.17 On 
a more local level, Stuttgart, with a population of six hundred 
thousand—the largest city in Baden-Württemberg—registered 
four incidents of murder in the first degree in 2021. Seventeen 
cases were classified as manslaughter. Pittsburgh, the second 



Introduction  /  13

largest city in Pennsylvania, which is half the size of Stuttgart 
(approximately three hundred thousand inhabitants) counted 
fifty-one homicides in 2021.

From a perspective of direct deterrence, the large diffe
rence in violent crime rates could explain the discrepancy 
in incarceration rates between both states. In March 2020 
Baden-Württemberg incarcerated 4,537 people in state prisons  
and held sixty-one people in so-called security confinement, 
an incarceration rate of approximately 41.2 per one hundred 
thousand people. (Staatistisches Landesamt 2020).18 During 
the same month, Pennsylvania’s state prison population was 
44,230, which equals an incarceration rate of about 340 per 
one hundred thousand people. The state government in  
Pennsylvania had a homicide rate that was about three times 
the size of Baden-Württemberg with an incarceration rate that 
was approximately 8.25 higher than in southern Germany. The 
large variance in incarceration and crime rates raises the ques-
tion of how comparable the two field sites actually are. I main-
tain that the numerical differences can make a comparative 
case study more compelling. Understanding how punishment, 
violence and incarceration relates to the historical and cul-
tural idiosyncrasies of both societies, points to the challenges 
of reforming the US criminal justice system.

Given the analytical goals of this book, I decided to bracket 
the question of why the United States has higher crime rates 
than other comparable Western nations. This decision does 
not imply that I consider the differences in violent crime to be 
irrelevant. On the contrary, they deserve to be investigated in 
depth and they go beyond the scope of this book.19 The objec-
tive of The Price of Freedom is not to establish causal mechanisms 
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between violent crime and incarceration rates. On the con-
trary, the following chapters investigate the meaning of pun-
ishment not just as a retributive or deterrent tool of governance 
but as a form of meaning making and boundary maintenance  
(Erickson 2004; Durkheim 1960). The following section provides  
a brief overview of the main arguments and a summary of the 
different chapters.

Chapter 1. Homogeneity, Punishment,  
and the Welfare State

Chapter 1 introduces the theoretical framework guiding the 
data analysis. The Price of Freedom draws on Durkheim’s writ-
ings on punishment in The Division of Labor in Society (1960). 
Durkheim proposes that focusing on how societies sanction 
behavior reveals their general organizing principle (1960, 128). 
Highly developed and heterogenous societies that operate 
according to the principles of “organic solidarity” are more 
tolerant of differences and therefore less punitive (1960, 112f). 
Homogenous and less-developed communities that are orga-
nized according to mechanical solidarity punish harshly. 
Difference is perceived as a threat to their core functioning 
(1960, 108).

A comparison of Germany and the United States adds to 
these classic assertions in unexpected ways. Germany has a 
seemingly lenient punishment regime that is comparable to 
the Nordic countries. Like those countries, Germany is a fairly 
homogenous society less willing to tolerate expressions of dif-
ferent ethnic identities (Plamper 2019; Panreck and Brinkmann 
2019; Koopmans 2010; Joppke 1999). The United States, on the 
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other hand, is more flexible when it comes to accommodating 
different ethnic communities. Visible difference is accepted as 
long as individuals operate effectively within the logic of capi-
talist society (Merton 1938; Messner and Rosenfeld 2007). Puni-
tive structures in the United States therefore tend to have the  
greatest impact on those who have fallen through cracks of  
the hypercapitalist economic system.

Investigating these tensions, chapter 1 uses Durkheim’s  
theoretical construct to explore the differences between the 
punitive traditions in both countries. Durkheim’s assumptions 
about the connections between punishment and social soli-
darity provide a blueprint for exploring how punishment con-
nects to general social, political, and economic practices in the 
respective countries. While Durkheim’s theoretical apparatus 
can seem reductive, its simplicity clarifies how both countries 
have historically managed and punished “outsiders.” Contra-
dicting the widespread assumption of US scholars that Western  
European countries like Sweden, Finland, or Germany could 
be a model for more humane punishment in the United States, 
this chapter shows that a seemingly more lenient system of 
punishment does not necessarily imply a more tolerant and 
inclusive society.

Chapter 2. The Uncertainty of Belonging: 
Narratives of Difference and Exclusion  

in Germany and the United States

Chapter 2 focuses on how social constructions of race and citi-
zenship have shaped the respondents’ identity in both locations. 
To illustrate how the young men narrativize their experience, 
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this chapter compares multiple cases of German-Turkish and 
German-Russian young men with Latino and African American  
respondents from the United States. Since 1999, the reform of 
the German citizenship law has offered children of immigrant 
parents a pathway to citizenship. This official movement from 
ius saguinis to ius soli nevertheless maintains firm boundar-
ies for those deemed undeserving of citizenship (Anil 2007). 
Even children who are able to become German citizens are 
not considered part of the German community. The German  
census defines second- and even third-generation immigrants 
as people living in Germany with a “migration background”  
in perpetuity.

The US respondents do not have to worry about their  
status as US citizens. Their exclusion manifests economi-
cally as they are subject to institutional racism and segre-
gation (Sharkey 2013; Alexander 2010; Pattillo 1999; Massey 
and Denton 1994). As a result, the narratives of the young 
men reflect security in their American identity even though 
their life-course history testifies to the marginalization they  
have suffered.

Taking cultural and structural differences seriously, chapter 2  
sheds light on the complexity of US society in comparison to 
a homogenous country like Germany. To this day, Germany 
defines belonging in terms of ethnicity that is inherited across 
generations. As the legacy of the atrocities committed during 
the Third Reich recede into the background, demands for 
harsher punishments, especially for immigrants and their chil-
dren, have become more socially acceptable (Walter 2003). The 
influx of refugees has given rise to an anti-immigrant political 
rhetoric. The so-called Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), a party 
explicitly running on a law-and-order, anti-immigrant platform 
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has been elected by a large margin to the state parliament in 
Baden-Württemberg. Those who are not ethnically German  
never truly belong (Yurdakul and Korteweg 2013; Korteweg and 
Yurdakul 2014). Understanding the explicit and implicit exclu-
sionary mechanism prevalent in southern German society  
challenges the country’s progressive image, often cited as a 
counterexample to the racist system of mass incarceration in the 
United States (Alexander 2010).20

Chapter 3. “Here, I get three meals a day”:  
Segregation and the Relative Experience  

of Poverty

The different narratives presented in this chapter expose the 
relativity of suffering and poverty. Poverty and incarceration in 
both field sites were experienced in relation to the living stan-
dard of the surrounding environment (Hochschild 1989). German  
respondents initially perceived their outsider status more 
intensely than the American sample did. They had been con-
fronted with the lifestyle of the majority white middle class on 
a daily basis before they were sent to prison. While punitive 
measures were comparatively mild, the young men understood 
very well that incarceration entrenched their marginalization.  
American respondents, in contrast, had lived in segregated,  
poverty-stricken neighborhoods before they were sent to prison. 
The American sample was so far removed from middle- and 
upper-middle-class life, that the young men only conceptual-
ized the full scope their disadvantage after the fact (Shedd 2015).

The narratives of the US respondents also revealed that 
extreme poverty and segregation in the United States undermine 
the principle of “less eligibility” (Rusche and Kirchheimer 2003). 
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The “upper limit,” the living standard of the poorest worker on the  
outside, is now so low that prisons—following the constitutional 
mandate of preventing “cruel and unusual punishment”—cannot  
keep pace (Bonnet 2019). For the young men in the United States, 
life on the outside had reached such desperate proportions that 
being incarcerated elevated their living conditions. In prison 
they were able to access at least minimal social services that had 
been out of reach on the outside (Soyer 2018; Sufrin 2017).

Chapter 4. Retribution and Domination:  
Living through Punishment in Germany  

and the United States

Chapter 4 develops a comparative historical perspective on the 
different punitive mechanisms applied in southern Germany and 
Pennsylvania. Contextualizing the narratives of the young men 
historically and culturally illustrates that lenient punishment in 
Germany is a fairly new development that needs to be under-
stood in terms of Germany’s unique path of nation-building  
and the catastrophe of World War II. Secondly, this chapter  
argues that criminal justice in Baden-Württemberg has to  
be analyzed in tandem with the welfare state. Through their 
parents’ entanglement with the welfare state, the young men 
in Germany had been integrated in the disciplinary apparatus 
of welfare governance from early childhood on. Unlike their 
American counterparts, the German respondents did not report 
committing crimes out of desperation. Likewise, their punish-
ment was lighter than the punitive experience of the American  
sample. In aggregate, however, they were subject to disciplinary 
mechanisms and homogenizing pressures long before they 
entered prison.
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Germany’s punishment regime is juxtaposed with the US 
system of mass incarceration. Retracing the paradox of a society 
that is at once committed to free market economy while main-
taining an inhumane and costly system of mass incarceration, 
this chapter draws on work by Loïc Wacquant (2009) and others 
(Garland 2002; Edin and Shaefer 2015; Sufrin 2017). Synthesizing  
these prior contributions, chapter 3) argues that the carceral 
state in the United States has haphazardly filled the void of a dis-
mantled welfare system (Soyer 2018). Contradicting PRWORA’s 
(Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act) intentions 
to minimize state intervention and increase participation in the 
workforce, mass incarceration has removed a significant number 
of people from the labor market. Managing a population with 
decade-long sentences, prisons have inadvertently resorted to 
the kind of permanent and more extreme government mainte-
nance the welfare reform was supposed to counteract.

Chapter 5. “I wanna be somebody”:  
Education and Upward Mobility  

in Germany and the United States

This chapter focuses on how education in Germany and the 
United States has shaped the respondents’ ideas about their 
opportunities and ability to achieve their goal of living a  
middle -class life. Narratives of the young men are scaffolded by 
a structural analysis of both educational systems.

Germany has a long tradition of a dual educational system 
that offers less academically inclined teenagers the opportunity 
to receive formal training in a trade (i.e., as a mechanic, hair-
dresser, plumber, and so on). Decisions about a child’s future are 
made in fourth grade, when students, aged nine or ten, are either 
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sent to vocational schools or academic high schools. Although it 
is possible to switch between tracks, moving from the vocational 
school system to the academic high school system remains the 
exception (Bernhard 2017). To enter a German university, stu-
dents have to pass the Abitur, thereby obtaining a degree that 
is roughly equivalent to the American high school diploma or 
the British A-levels. Those who come from immigrant families 
are less likely to achieve this milestone than children of native  
German families (Baumert, Maaz, and Trautwein 2010; Diehl and 
Granato 2018). While teenagers who did not finish high school 
have many opportunities to find gainful employment, their earn-
ing potential and upward mobility are curtailed (Aybek 2008).

Similar to Germany, minorities in the United States are 
disadvantaged when it comes to accessing high-quality edu-
cation. African American and Latino students are more likely 
to attend underfunded schools in high-crime neighborhoods 
with low graduation rates (Shedd 2015). High school drop-
outs in the United States are more likely to be unemployed 
than high school graduates. If they find work, they tend to 
get paid lower salaries than those who finished their high 
school diploma (McCaul et al. 1992; McFarland, Rathbun, and 
Holmes 2019).

The difference between both samples manifests itself in the 
young men’s hopes and dreams for their future. In the absence 
of institutional pathways to success, several American parti
cipants subscribed to a vague idea of entrepreneurship. This 
allowed them to maintain the illusion of agency while they 
were in a holding pattern, waiting to be transferred to another 
institution (Soyer 2016). German participants who were unable 
to secure an apprenticeship focused on a specific skill—for 
example, forklift driving.
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The German young men had already leveled their expecta-
tions, while the young men at SCI Pine Grove seemed to hold 
out hope that the “American Dream” of upward mobility and 
property ownership could still become a reality for them (Soyer 
2016). In the end, optimism was difficult to sustain for both sam-
ples. Even as they expressed hope for a better future, past expe-
rience had taught them how difficult it would be for them to live 
successful and engaged lives.

Summary

Comparing two societies and their approaches to managing 
difference, The Price of Freedom argues that both countries can 
learn from each other as they conceptualize a more equal and 
tolerant future. Despite their experience of racism and segre-
gation, Latino and African American respondents are secure in 
their identity as Americans—even as American society fails to 
deliver on its promise of equality and opportunity. Germany, 
in contrast, does not promise upward mobility and unlimited 
opportunities to its minority populations. Instead, the country 
offers social citizenship for everyone, thereby preventing the 
abject poverty that haunted the American sample. At the same 
time, the narratives of the German young men show that being 
entangled in the welfare state comes at a cost as well. Grow-
ing up surrounded by middle-class and upper-middle-class 
prosperity, the respondents knew that they had to live on what 
the government had allocated to their families, while the white 
German majority thrived around them.

The southern German sample felt restricted in abstract 
terms, while the confinement of young men in Pennsylvania was 
a concrete experience. Those who served long sentences had to 
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learn how to cope with the psychological burden of knowing 
that they would be spending most of their young adulthood in 
prison (Soyer 2018). For others with shorter sentences, reentry 
into the community brought the fear of economic uncertainty. 
They expected minimal government support and had no clear 
path to achieving even modest goals, such as stable employment 
(Soyer 2016). Expanding the social welfare net may ease signifi-
cant suffering in the United States, while expanding the notion 
of citizenship and belonging would be transformative for those 
that have been labeled outsiders in Germany for generations.

In the same manner, the German apprentice system could 
be a model for the United States, regardless of the early level-
ing the German educational system seems to promote. Almost 
paradoxically, while someone who has been recently released 
from prison in the United States may struggle to find gain-
ful employment, his or her opportunities to obtain a four-year 
college degree are better than they are for a young person in  
Germany who has been tracked into vocational training. Obtain-
ing a GED offers a clear path to community college and eventu-
ally a four-year degree. While the community college pathway 
is shaped by resource scarcity, community colleges open doors 
to higher education for economically disadvantaged students of 
color (Goldrick-Rab 2010). As I will show over the course of this 
book, both societies have their blind spots, as well as racial and 
social divisions, which are taken for granted and have not been 
addressed adequately.
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Ch a p t e r On e

Homogeneity, Punishment, 
and the Welfare State

My plan in coming here was to displace by some 
knowledge, the legend of the United States that one 
learns abroad. That this is a crime ridden, gang ridden 
country is the German legend.

Uwe Johnson, author of Anniversaries, New York 
Times, April 23, 1967

Around Christmas 2021, I had the first conversation in more 
than two decades with my aunt. My father’s younger sister had 
left southern Germany with her GI husband to move to Texas 
sixty years ago. At seventy-seven she was suffering from the 
early stages of dementia. As she was beginning to lose her short-
term memory, she sought to reconnect with her German roots. 
When I spoke to her on the phone, she told me that she wished 
she could go back to Germany: “When I was young,” she said,  
“I didn’t know that America was that far away.”

I cannot begin to conceptualize how strange Texas must 
have seemed to my aunt, who did not speak any English when 
she arrived there in the early 1960s. When I came to Chicago 
in 2006, I knew English well. I had grown up around American  
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pop culture and I was there to go to graduate school, not to 
escape the ruins of World War II. In the four decades between 
my aunt’s and my own arrival, the United States and Germany 
have become culturally and politically more similar to each 
other. Nevertheless, even if Berlin and New York City have 
turned into global cities (Sassen 1991), both Germany and the 
United States retain historically specific and culturally contin-
gent social and economic structures.

Historical contingencies and competing hypotheses about 
nation-building turn the comparative analysis of punitive struc-
tures in Germany and the United States into a daunting exer-
cise. Joachim Savelsberg is one of the few social theorists whose 
work takes on the idiosyncratic social and institutional prac-
tices that have shaped criminal justice policies in both countries. 
Savelsberg (1994) seeks to understand why Germany became 
less punitive than the United States, even though crime rates 
increased in both countries. For Savelsberg the answer to this 
empirical puzzle is partly a cultural one: The United States and 
Germany adhere to very different ideas about the individual 
and the individual’s role in society. These ideological presump-
tions inadvertently generate specific interpretations of the cause 
and prevention of criminal behavior.

Comparing Germany and the United States on multiple social 
dimensions (i.e., the public sphere, academia, the political sec-
tor, the institutionalization of domination, social structure, and 
conflict), he concludes that public discourse translates into pol-
icy much more directly in the United States than in Germany 
(924–925). The jury trial, for example, sets the stage for com-
munal judgment. In contrast to Germany, US district attorneys 
are subject to an electoral process. Roughly equivalent govern-
ment officials in Germany are appointed as civil servants whose 
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positions are secured for life (ibid.).1 Savelsberg also understands 
political decision-making in Germany to be beholden to the 
Weberian logic of “legal domination.” Germany’s bureaucratic 
structure, he argues, prevents policies that respond to soaring 
crime rates with harsher sentencing.

Like Savelsberg, James Q. Whitman (2001) believes that 
a “strong state” has protected Germany and France from 
becoming as punitive as the United States during the last 
decade of the twentieth century. According to Whitman, 
bureaucracies in both countries have enabled an individualis-
tic approach to punishment that leaves room for “mercy” (14).  
He also argues that Germany and France fought against  
differential treatment of the upper classes for centuries.  
Germany and France, he writes, used to punish the wealthy 
more humanely than the lower classes. As both countries have 
sought to flatten social hierarchies, they have expanded “soft” 
punishment to everyone (11).

Where Savelsberg focuses his analysis on contemporary  
Germany, Whitman takes a historical perspective. Attempting 
to fit the years between 1933 and 1945 into his path-dependent 
analysis, he maintains that the Nazi regime continued to indi-
vidualize punishment. Whitman insists that the criminal jus-
tice system during the Third Reich aspired to reintegrate pris-
oners incarcerated for conventional crimes as members of the 
German “Volk”—even if it did so while exercising harsh forms  
of punishment (141).

German historians who have studied “career criminals” as 
“forgotten victims” of the Nazis present a different perspective. In 
1933, the Nazi regime introduced “security confinement” into the 
repertoire of sentencing. The concept has survived Germany’s  
defeat at the hands of the Allies in 1945. To this day, “security  
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confinement” presupposes that certain offenders are incorrigible 
and may have to be held indefinitely. During the Nazi dictator-
ship security confinement was also a tool to manage the “biolog-
ical stock” of the German people. Being incarcerated without a 
release date prevented “inferior” individuals from marrying and 
having children (Lieske 2016, 53–54).

Savelsberg and Whitman both argue that a detached bureau-
cracy insulates Germany from giving into popular demands for 
harsher forms of punishment for criminals. Defining German 
bureaucracy and its tradition to exercise power “sine ira et studio”  
(Weber 1978) as a bulwark against harsher punitive politics 
becomes more ambivalent once we include the years between 
1933 and 1945 in our analysis. In light of the Nazi atrocities, social 
theorists, historians, and philosophers have famously argued 
the exact opposite: the German bureaucratic machine played  
a crucial part in the execution of the “Final Solution.” Without a 
state apparatus able and willing to execute orders without moral  
concern, the finality and scale of the Holocaust could not have 
been accomplished (Adorno and Horkheimer 1944; Hilberg 1999; 
Arendt 1963; Bauman 1989).

The institutional and individual continuity in Germany 
after World War II is widely documented as well. The postwar 
German criminal justice system, in particular, was inevitably 
intertwined with the institutions and personnel of the Third 
Reich (Hölzl 2002, 2019). Nevertheless, implementing a more 
humane criminal justice system was politically inevitable. The 
“new” Germany needed to demonstrate to the Allied powers 
that it had truly changed. The bureaucratic apparatus followed 
suit and reoriented itself quickly to the new political reality  
(Frei 2014; Aust 1985).
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The Making of a Lenient Criminal  
Justice System

Like Savelsberg and Whitman, I also believe that structural- 
functionalist theories of punishment fail to grapple with the 
complexity of cultural contingencies. However, I maintain that 
Durkheim’s concept of punishment as strengthening “collective 
conscience” provides useful analytical leverage when we juxta-
pose homogenous versus heterogenous societies. According to 
Durkheim (1964), homogeneity forms the basis of mechanical 
solidarity—a solidarity of likeness (70). In The Division of Labor 
in Society, Durkheim connected the type of solidarity prevalent 
in a society to the kind of punishment a community gravitates 
toward. For Durkheim, “punishment” is a form of boundary 
maintenance, allowing the group to reiterate and solidify their 
norms and values. Consequently, a behavioral choice is deemed 
“criminal” if it violates the “collective conscience.” As he put it, 
“Crime brings together upright consciences and concentrates 
them” (102).

Durkheim also believed that societies connected through a 
“solidarity of likeness” respond repressively to violations of their 
“collective conscience.” Any act that questions the normative 
assumptions of such a group threatens the group’s existence and 
cannot be tolerated. Highly developed and heterogeneous socie
ties, by contrast, operate according to the principles of “organic 
solidarity.” Those societies are connected through the shared 
purpose of the division of labor and are supposed to be more 
tolerant of differences and therefore less punitive (1964, 112–13).

When Durkheim developed his dichotomy between “organic” 
and “mechanic solidarity,” he juxtaposed what he saw as “primi-
tive” social groups with the industrializing societies of Western 
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Europe. Durkheim’s colonialist fascinations may not have aged 
well, but the Division of Labor can still provide a useful frame-
work for comparative analysis. For example, both the United 
States and Germany operate according to the rules of global, 
advanced capitalism. The societies of both countries should fol-
low principles of organic solidarity and their respective puni-
tive processes should be conciliatory rather than retributive. 
For obvious reasons, Durkheim’s model fits neither the United 
States nor Germany particularly well. With around six hundred 
people incarcerated per one hundred thousand inhabitants, the 
United States has famously become the country with the high-
est incarceration rate in the world (Carson 2020). In comparison,  
Germany’s incarceration rate is much smaller and hovers at  
76.2 people per one hundred thousand inhabitants (SPACE 2016). 
Paradoxically, Germany’s low incarceration rates don’t imply a 
more tolerant society. Through its many iterations, Germany 
has continued to define itself as a Gemeinschaft, systematically 
excluding immigrants from the Volk (Tönnies, 1957; see also 
chapter 2). Even though German society tends to be connected 
by a “solidarity of likeness,” its justice system seems to be far less 
punitive than the United States.

The tension between “theory” and complex “praxis” comes 
even more into focus when we look at the historical circum-
stances engulfing Germany during and after World War II. 
Germany’s commitment to the rehabilitative ideal is a fairly 
recent development—especially when we include the former 
GDR. Until 1989, the GDR government incarcerated political 
prisoners under inhumane conditions. In the infamous Stasi 
prison “Bautzen II” in Saxony, solitary confinement was the 
norm. Prisoners were referred to by their numbers not their 
names (Klewin and Wenzel 2003). During the Ninth Congress 
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of the Communist Party in 1972, the Western German maga-
zine Der Spiegel quoted Erich Seitz, then attorney general of the 
GDR, who stated that the government should create an “unfor-
giving atmosphere” (Atmosphäre der Unversöhnlichkeit) and use 
“unremittingly harsh measures” (unveränderte Strenge) against all 
criminal elements. He was particularly concerned, though, with 
“enemies of the current order.” Those should be treated without 
forbearance (ohne Nachsicht).2

The blatant human rights violations of the GDR allowed the 
Federal Republic to position itself more effectively as a changed 
country that had put the atrocities of World War II behind itself. 
Under the tutelage of the United States, Western Germany had 
embraced the doctrine of protecting “human dignity” as the 
ultimate principle of governance and legal proceedings in 1949. 
Germany’s newly found commitment to “human dignity” stood 
in contrast to the uncompromising, self-destructive inhumanity 
of the Third Reich. As Ian Kershaw described in his account of 
the Reich’s final months, local police forces continued to execute 
“traitors,” even with American tanks in sight (2011).

Between 1933 and 1945, so-called “special courts” executed 
more than 5,600 people for political crimes. During the same 
time frame, military courts executed more than thirty thou-
sand people for desertion, refusal to serve, or undermining mili
tary goals (Tuchel 2019).3 In 1949, when the new parameters of 
the German constitution were drafted, a majority of Germans  
(74 percent) still wanted to retain the death penalty as a mode 
of punishment.4 In the end, an unlikely coalition across party 
lines, including communists and right-wing nationalists, voted 
in favor of Article 102,5 thereby abolishing the death penalty (see 
the survey of the demographic institute in Allensbach cited in  
Schlieben 2019; von Kittlich 2019).6 Curiously, and some  
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historians argue intentionally, the earliest beneficiaries of  
Article 102 (then 103), were Nazi henchmen, put on trial by the 
German government during the 1950s and 1960s (Evans 1997).7

In 1958, the German government decided to concentrate the 
investigation of Nazi crimes in a single government institution— 
the “Central Office of the State Justice Administrations for the 
Investigation of National Socialist Crimes” in Ludwigsburg, 
Baden-Württemberg. The investigators in Ludwigsburg had  
to rely on local district attorney offices to follow up on leads and to  
send information back to them. The reluctance of the bureau-
cratic machine to investigate Germans implicated in the  
Nazi war crimes, is on full display in the case of former  
SS-Oberscharführer, Wilhelm Boger.

Even in a place as merciless as Auschwitz, Boger was known 
for his brutality. Prisoners referred to him simply as “Der Tod” 
(Death) and he was eventually sentenced to life in prison during 
the Frankfurt Auschwitz trials in 1963 (Pendas 2010). A skilled 
torturer, Boger had been in charge of collecting intelligence 
among Auschwitz prisoners to prevent a potential uprising. 
After Germany’s defeat, Boger was captured by US forces, who 
planned to hand him over to Polish authorities, but he managed 
to escape during his transport to Poland. After living for several 
years under an assumed identity, Boger eventually returned to 
his home state, Baden-Württemberg. There he felt comfortable 
enough to use his real name again, and he settled down with his 
family in the small village of Hemmingen (Klee 2013).

Had it not been for the “career criminal” and notorious trou-
blemaker Adolf Rögner, Boger would likely have never been held 
responsible for his crimes. Born in 1904, Adolf Rögner had been 
incarcerated repeatedly for fraud during the Weimar Republic  
and the Third Reich. Deemed incorrigible, he was first sent 
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to the concentration camp in Dachau and later transferred to 
Auschwitz, where he encountered Boger. After the war, Rögner 
recidivated and was again sentenced to prison for fraud. As the 
German postwar “economic miracle” took off without him, he 
kept track of the many former Auschwitz guards that had gotten 
away. Rögner not only knew that Boger had escaped; he had also 
learned that the former SS sergeant did not hide anymore. In 1958, 
Rögner, then incarcerated at a prison in Baden-Württemberg,  
sent a letter to the district attorney’s office in Stuttgart report-
ing the whereabouts of a potential war criminal. The district 
attorney’s office confirmed that Boger existed and indeed lived  
in a small town. Then the investigation fizzled. The district 
attorney’s office slow-walked further scrutiny of Boger’s past 
until a more prominent and less ambiguous Auschwitz survivor,  
Hermann Langbein, intervened. As the head of the Auschwitz 
Committee,8 he called a press conference, revealed Boger’s 
place of residence, and pointed to the district attorney’s inac-
tion. Following the public attention that was drawn to the mat-
ter, Boger was eventually arrested and interrogated in October 
1958—seven months after Rögner had sent his initial letter.9

Boger was one of six defendants sentenced to life in prison 
during the Auschwitz trials. The majority of his codefendants 
were treated more leniently. Former SS sergeant Hans Stark, 
another guard Rögner identified, had served in Auschwitz 
when was nineteen years old. Under the new laws of the Federal 
Republic, he was considered a minor at the time he had commit-
ted his crimes and had to be tried as a juvenile.10 Stark admitted 
in court to gassing 250 Jews and participating in the shooting of 
Soviet prisoners of war. One witness, whose father was among 
Stark’s victims, testified that Stark had ordered a Jewish pris-
oner to chase fellow inmates into a ditch filled with water. They 
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were supposed to be drowned there. The inmate, who had car-
ried out Stark’s orders at gunpoint, started screaming. Stark shot 
him dead.11

Sentenced under German juvenile law, Stark was handed 
a ten-year prison sentence. After serving three years, he was 
released in 1968. An obituary commissioned by his former 
employer and published in the Darmstädter Echo in 1991 testified 
to his seamless reintegration. After his release, he worked for 
the chemical company Merck until his retirement in 1983. The 
obituary also praised his personality and his expertise in crop 
protection. In the end, Stark, who had killed hundreds of Jews, 
spent significantly less time incarcerated than Adolf Rögner a 
nonviolent offender, whose mental and physical health had been 
severely impacted by his experiences in Dachau and Auschwitz.12

Germany’s treatment of Nazi perpetrators was in line with 
the United States’ pragmatic approach to denazification that 
emerged after the Nuremberg trials. Hoping to utilize Western  
Germany as an ally against Russia, the US government was com-
pelled to fast-track rehabilitation of second- or third-tier Nazi 
officials. Balancing continuity and necessary political change, 
the United States, Great Britain, and France still sought to pre-
vent a “re-nazification” of Germany (Rigoll 2017). The establish-
ment of a more humane judicial system, under the auspice of the 
Western Allies, was supposed to be safeguard against a potential 
resurgence of fascism.

Meanwhile, the German people, united by the sins and 
trauma of World War II, yearned for collective and individual 
redemption ( Jähner 2019). Subordinating the execution of justice 
to the protection of human dignity solved two problems at once: 
It underscored Germany’s presentation as a “reformed” country, 
while limiting serious punishment of Nazi war criminals.13
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It became apparent quickly that the benefits of rehabilita-
tion and humane punishment were not extended equally across  
the political spectrum. Dating back to the Weimar Republic, the  
German judiciary had always been more tolerant of violence 
from the Right than the Left (Gumbel 2012). A case in point 
was the willingness and capacity of the German government to 
expand executive powers and increase the reach of law enforce-
ment when terrorists from the Left threatened the status quo of 
the Federal Republic. During the 1970s, the Red Army Faction  
(RAF), an outgrowth of the student movement, assassinated 
prominent industrialists and politicians. Under Chancellor 
Helmut Schmidt, the government enacted new anti-terrorism 
laws and established investigative tactics akin to racial profil-
ing to identify potential RAF supporters.14 Until today, German 
left-leaning intellectuals wonder whether the German justice 
system turns “a blind eye to right-wing extremism.”15

In terms of Durkheim’s theory, Germany’s example indi-
cates that mechanical solidarity and a lenient criminal justice  
system can coexist when those who have committed crimes  
represent—at least in part—the norms and values of the major-
ity. During the 1970s, when terrorism from the Left posed a real 
threat to the political and economic establishment, the govern-
ment bureaucracy responded with astonishing flexibility and 
speed (Rigoll 2013).16 Similarly, as Germany has become more 
diverse, the country’s rehabilitative approach to punishment has 
been questioned by the political Right (see chapter 2). Although 
sentencing has remained comparatively lenient, exclusion and 
labeling manifest in subtle but consequential ways for those 
who are not ethnically German (Spindler 2011). The young men 
I interviewed were acutely aware of their outsider status, their 
lack of belonging, and their limited chances of upward mobility.
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“Superpredators” and the “Free Market”

In the United States, punitive processes have swung back and 
forth like a pendulum between retribution and rehabilitation. 
During the 1960s, rehabilitation and reintegration were at the 
forefront of penal policies (Rubin 2019; Garland 2001). The most 
recent punitive turn has been documented extensively. The 
war on drugs, the fear of “superpredators” (DiIulio 1995), and 
opportunistic neoliberal governance set off a twofold develop-
ment: the destruction of the welfare state and the expansion 
of the criminal justice system (Wacquant 2009). As an unin-
tended consequence of these institutional changes, the crimi-
nal justice system has taken over functions of the welfare state 
and has become a major provider of social services for the poor 
(Haney 2010; Sufrin 2017). My first book, A Dream Denied (2016), 
elaborates on this phenomenon in great depth. Analyzing the 
pathways of young men through two juvenile justice systems in 
Boston and Chicago showed that punishment and welfare pro-
vision were entangled in unfortunate ways. The young men I 
interviewed had to be “punished”—sent to detention center or 
juvenile prison—to receive comprehensive treatment of men-
tal health challenges or educational support. As I wrote in 2016, 
“The judicial system was often the only governmental organiza-
tion providing even nominal support for inner-city children and 
their families. Without their probation officers, the teenagers 
were at greater risk of slipping through the cracks of an under-
funded social welfare system” (3). The exact causes of explod-
ing prison population in the mid-1990s are still up for debate 
(Paff 2017). It is indisputable, though, that mass incarceration has 
done disproportionate damage to already marginalized African  
American and Latino families (Western 2006; Clear 2007;  
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Alexander 2010; Western and Pettit 2010; Wakefield and  
Wildemann 2013; Lee and Wildemann 2021).

Using Durkheim’s assumptions as a heuristic tool reveals 
the absurdity the United States confront today: the country  
should be a society held together by “organic solidarity.” The 
direct and indirect economic implications of incarcerating 
a significant amount of the population contradict American  
ideals such as the “free market economy,” “small government,”  
and “meritocracy.”

As a structural functionalist, Durkheim did not have a par-
ticularly fine-grained concept of the different motivations that 
drive social action. He believed that individual motivations are 
inevitably linked to universal, collective goals (106). His theory  
therefore fails to capture the complexity of modern societies 
in which different institutional contexts are aligned with dif-
ferent types of social action. Collaboration in the market place, 
for example, is an instrumental rational act with the goal of 
maximizing one’s utility (Weber 1978). Solidarity established 
in a market place may not require empathetic, intersubjective 
role-taking (Mead 1967; Habermas 1985). The different factions 
may work together for the shared goal of profit, but they are 
unlikely to develop a “collective conscience” that overcomes 
gender, race, and class divisions.

For example, a white male manager does not have to actively 
“collaborate” with his female African American administrative 
assistant. He has power over her (Blau 1986), the kind of power 
that forces her to collaborate with him. This hypothetical “boss” 
may treat his employee with courtesy, but in the end their rela-
tionship is asymmetrical. Even if we consider a relationship 
among equals, the tolerance we can muster for a productive col-
league that looks different, worships differently, and speaks with 
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an accent may fade away quickly once this person does not ful-
fill a “useful” function for us anymore.

While the United States may cease to be a majority white 
country in the near future, the ethnic and racial divisions 
within it persist. Intermarriage rates remain low, segregation 
continues to be high, and the white population still holds the 
majority of wealth and power. In a way that is very different 
from the situation in Germany, those who are poor, the “misfits” 
and “outsiders,” not only look very different, they also embody 
different norms and values than the disproportionality white  
upper-middle-class center of power. Punishing those “outsid-
ers” harshly makes sense psychologically because it justifies the 
current status quo without any economic costs for the higher 
echelons of American society.

Turning Durkheim’s logic around, I argue that the United 
States punishes differently than Germany because it is a more 
heterogenous country. Being held together by the instrumental 
rational logic of the market place has made the United States 
more tolerant of different lifestyles, norms, and values as long 
as people are actively contributing to the nation’s surplus value 
(Merton 1938). At the same time, US society is much less tolerant 
than Germany’s “community” of those who are not participat-
ing in the labor market to maximize their economic gain.

The Welfare State

Punishment in both countries cannot be fully understood with-
out an investigation of its ancillary—the welfare state. Welfare 
services and punishment cover overlapping populations and uti-
lize similar tactics to manage the marginalized. The Quakers  
who founded Eastern State Penitentiary saw themselves as 
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reformers whose strategies were supposed to convert “devi-
ants” into productive members of society (Rothman 2008). Like-
wise, the juvenile justice system was established as an attempt 
to develop an alternative to the adult criminal justice system to 
“uplift youth” rather than punishing them (Mack 1909). Under 
the guise of rehabilitation, welfare provisions have always 
remained a staple of modern punishment even during the era of 
mass incarceration (Phelps 2011). Today’s abolitionists also envi-
sion a system in which punishment is replaced with comprehen-
sive social services for vulnerable populations (Davis 2003).

Replacing punishment with welfare services addresses the 
immediate suffering abject poverty causes (Soyer 2018). At  
the same time, welfare measures—like punishment—are designed  
to discipline their constituency. The modern welfare state is 
supposed to provide a temporary stopgap that allows recipients 
to restore their contribution to economic production. But if par-
ticipation in the workforce is unfeasible, access to social services 
appeases the poor, prevents collective organization, and secures 
their docility (Plath 1977; Foucault 1975; Piven and Cloward 1993; 
Soss, Fording, and Schram 2015). Even measures directed at 
upper-middle-class clients incentivize compliance. For example,  
the interest free German student loan program rewards fast 
repayment with partial debt cancellation.17

Those who rely on welfare to meet their basic needs have 
to operate within narrow parameters. The US Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) limits items that can be 
purchased with government funds. In addition to liquor and  
cigarettes, prepared meals, pet foods or cleaning supplies are 
ineligible purchases under the SNAP program as well.18 In order 
to receive Section 8 housing assistance, tenants, in renting their 
apartments, have to meet strict conditions.19
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Inevitably, public discourse surrounding welfare reform 
centers on limiting access to those who are “truly” deserving 
of help, rather than wasting resources on people who are sim-
ply “too lazy” to enter the workforce. In the United States, the 
rhetoric about the abuse of welfare privileges has centered on 
stereotypical depictions of minorities, propagating, most infa-
mously, the myth of the African American “welfare queen.”20 
Calls for dismantling welfare in the United States became syn-
onymous with cutting off support for “promiscuous” inner-city 
minority women, who supposedly used government checks to 
support their lavish spending. The welfare reform in 1995 turned 
welfare into workfare. Provisions like the Earned Income Tax 
credit were supposed to encourage labor force participation, and 
the time limits put on Temporary Assistant for Needy Families 
(TANF) effectively prevented anyone but the most desperate 
form applying (Edin and Shaefer 2015).

In Germany the welfare state has never been completely dis-
mantled. Even limited attempts to do so were met with exten-
sive public outrage (Rucht and Yang 2004). Those pushing for 
reform believed that generous and unlimited unemployment 
benefits disincentivized finding work. In contrast to the United 
States, the debate in Germany lacked a racial undertone. Now, 
it may have been the case that twenty years ago, Germans still 
shied away from an open discourse about race and eligibility. 
More likely, however, race was irrelevant because those deemed 
least eligible—refugees—are blocked from legal employment 
and never benefited from the generous unemployment benefits 
that were in place prior to 2005.

When it comes to long-term unemployment, ethnic Germans 
have been the main beneficiaries of unemployment insurance. 
According to the ministry of labor, almost 60 percent of those 
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who struggled with long-term unemployment were ethnically 
German (Fritz, Lüdeke, and Wolff 2020).

The policy changes, referred to as Hartz IV reforms, took 
effect in 2005 and undeniably strengthened the welfare bureau-
cracy’s punitive abilities with regard to citizens. While Germany  
has retained unlimited welfare benefits, the state now distin-
guishes between those who are temporarily unemployed, those 
who are likely to reenter the workforce, and those who struggle 
with long-term unemployment. Currently, benefits are divided 
into several different, rather complex, stages of support: “Unem-
ployment I” (Arbeitslosengeld I) payments cover approximately 
60 percent of your final paycheck. Payments also depend on the 
length of prior employment. Those who suffer from prolonged 
unemployment receive “Unemployment II” (Arbeitslosengeld 
II). People too old or otherwise unable to work a minimum of 
three hours daily are eligible for social welfare payments (Sozial-
geld). Overall criteria for receiving unemployment payments, 
however, were tightened. For example, refusing what is deemed 
acceptable employment, job training, or community services 
now leads to reduction or even loss of benefits (Ochel 2005). The 
macroeconomic impact of the reforms on the German labor 
market are contested among economists. While some argue that 
the reforms have reduced unemployment significantly, others 
maintain that their effect on economic recovery has been modest  
(Hochmuth et al. 2019; Odendahl 2017).

Most importantly for our current analysis, the German gov-
ernment did not move to a workfare model. In fact, on January 1, 
2023 a significant reform of the social safety net expanded pay-
ments and eased some of the punitive measurements Hartz IV 
introduced. In an effort to destigmatize welfare payments, the 
government now refers to Bürgergeld (money for citizens) instead 
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of Sozialgeld. Rather than “pushing” people into work, the new 
law emphasizes job training to ensure long-term employment. 
The welfare system now also covers apartment costs (rent or 
mortgage) irrespective of its square footage for one year. The 
community clearly continues to assume responsibility for those 
who cannot take care of themselves. The worst-case scenario 
in the Germany system—being a recipient of Bürgergeld—still 
ensures a minimum level of subsistence.21

Many scholars have argued that it is it almost impossible to 
offer truly rehabilitative services from within a punitive frame-
work (Zimring 2005; Fader 2013; Soyer 2016, 2018; Cox 2018). 
Using a welfare state like Germany as a counterexample to the 
United States refines this perspective. In southern Germany, 
the juvenile justice system models rehabilitative measures 
in prison after social services offered on the outside. For the  
German group prison is a restrictive experience but it resembles 
the group’s prior encounters with the welfare state (see chapter 2).

The exact opposite is the case in the criminal and juvenile 
justice system in the United States. To manage those who strug-
gle with the “side effects” of poverty (mental health problems, 
addiction, lack of education, fractured employment history), 
the criminal justice system has to create a unique social service 
infrastructure. Juvenile justice or criminal justice facilities offer 
educational and mental health support that are out of reach in 
the community (Soyer 2016; Sufrin 2017; Cox 2018). In a homo
genous society like Germany, where “the other” is still assumed 
to be similar enough to the majority to warrant communal con-
cern, punishment is exercised in form of restrictive social ser-
vices. Consequently, Germany prisons operate as extensions of 
the welfare state, while the United States has limited the cen-
tralized administration of social welfare to prisons. Spending 
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money on the carceral state is politically far less controversial 
than allocating expenditures to welfare for the poor. When 
money is allocated to services in prisons, it is done so under the 
guise of public safety. Offering social services in prison is also an 
opportunity to reach a population that would be otherwise cut 
off from any government support. Finally, the managerial bene
fits of providing social services in prison cannot be overstated. 
Group therapy, work, and educational opportunities keep the 
incarcerated occupied and are a useful disciplinary tool to con-
trol a potentially volatile population (Foucault 1975).

While it goes too far to claim that multiculturalism under-
mines the politics of redistribution (Barry 2001; see Banting and 
Kymlicka 2004 for a counterargument), universal redistribu-
tion of wealth is undoubtedly more difficult to negotiate with 
opposing interests in play. In terms of population diversity, the 
United States is a much more complex society than Germany.  
According to the latest census, almost 14 percent of the US popu
lation is foreign-born and only 60 percent of the population 
define themselves as white non-Hispanic.22 Out of a population 
of eighty-three million, only 11.4 million people live in Germany  
without holding a German passport. Of these, about 4.8 million  
come from other EU countries while roughly 1.4 million hold 
Turkish citizenship. From the perspective of the US census 
measurements of race and ethnicity, the German population 
largely consists of different shades of white Europeans.23

While they are compelling, the historical pathways and 
cultural idiosyncrasies of punishment and welfare should not 
be reduced to population homogeneity as the single explana-
tory variable. Monica Prasad (2012), for example, convincingly 
argues that the geographic idiosyncrasies of the United States, 
the vastness of the land, and the fertility of its soil generated  
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a specific brand of social policies designed to manage over-
production and collapsing prices rather than resource scarcity. 
In Germany, the establishment of a welfare state can be inter-
preted as the result of Otto von Bismarck’s reactionary attempt 
to combat the kind of socialist ideas he believed threatened 
Prussia’s constitutional monarchy (Steinberg 2011). Conse-
quently, juxtaposing Germany’s homogeneity with the hetero
genous society of the United States does not offer a causal 
explanation. Instead, the comparative approach provides a new 
perspective on divergent punitive trajectories. Focusing on 
population diversity also offers a corrective view on popular  
narratives that present prisons in Finland, Norway, or Germany  
as a model for criminal justice reform in the United States.24 
Acknowledging the complexity, size, and diversity of the 
United States should therefore induce us to speak in a caution-
ary manner when using European countries as a benchmark 
for evaluating the American criminal justice.

Conclusion

By investigating the tensions between Durkheim’s theory and 
the complex cultural and historical contingencies at play in 
Germany and the United States, this chapter relativizes the 
image of Germany as a blueprint for criminal justice reform in 
the United States. Germany’s benevolent criminal justice sys-
tem was created on the heels of one of the most destructive 
and brutal political dictatorships ever to have existed. Under 
the supervision of the Allied forces, Germany reinvented itself 
as guardian of human rights. Immediately after World War II,  
German society was more homogenous than ever. Punishment, 
as well as welfare benefits, were created solely for a community  
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of ethnic Germans. In their collective guilt and trauma Germans  
relied on a “solidarity of likeness” to rebuild their country. As 
Germany has become more diversified, however, immigrants  
and their children have inadvertently benefited from a justice and  
welfare system built on the assumption of cultural homogeneity.  
Offering immigrants access to social citizenship and a relatively 
lenient justice system does not imply that immigration is seen 
as an asset. On the contrary, immigrants and their children are 
supposed to assimilate completely while never being considered 
truly German.25

On the surface, the United States could be an almost ideal- 
typical representation of a society bound by “organic solidar-
ity.” And yet successful economic cooperation of people from 
different ethnic and racial background has not resulted in a 
more tolerant justice system. The focus on economic success, in 
the absence of true intersubjectivity, may have, in fact, enabled 
harsh punitive structures. Not being bound by communal 
responsibility derived from shared cultural heritage or trauma 
can make it easier to cast judgment on those who have commit-
ted crimes. In the absence of a centralized welfare state, the US 
criminal justice system has grown enormously. It now executes 
the kind of social services and disciplining functions Germany 
has front-loaded to the welfare state.

The tension between Durkheim’s theory and the complex 
reality of punishment in Germany and the United States reveals 
that the German model does not provide an easy solution for 
criminal justice reform in the United States. Immigrants in 
Germany are stigmatized and often thwarted on their path to 
upward mobility. Residents who have a migration background 
are expected to assimilate completely to German culture with-
out any expectation that their children or grandchildren ever be 
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considered part of the community. Those advocating for crimi
nal justice reform in the United States therefore need to be aware 
that less punitive systems do not always presuppose tolerance. 
Germany and other Nordic countries may have maintained 
a lenient punishment regime and generous welfare benefits  
because they remain comparatively small, homogenous societ-
ies that mostly take care of those who are like “them” (Lappi- 
Seppälä 2007). In the following chapters I will explore how these 
different cultural assumptions, economic realities, and puni-
tive practices shape the respondents’ in both countries identity  
and positionality.
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Ch a p t e r T wo

The Uncertainty of Belonging
Narratives of Difference and Exclusion  

in Germany and the United States

American sociologists have presented a variety of hypotheses 
about the relationship between structure, culture, and social 
action (Lamont, Beljean, and Clair 2014; Small 2004; Swidler 
1986). At the same time, US-based researchers have rarely  
looked beyond American society to understand the meaning- 
making processes of disadvantaged populations.1 In my first 
book, A Dream Denied (2016), for example, I observed that teen-
agers in Chicago and Boston developed an exaggerated sense 
of agency while they were held in juvenile detention centers. 
I interpreted their narratives as a reflection of the myth of the 
“American Dream” that emphasizes equal access to opportuni-
ties. Lacking a counterfactual, however, my argument couldn’t 
definitively connect the teenagers’ utterances to the culturally 
specific environment they grew up in. William Julius Wilson’s 
(1990) hypothesis about cultural values prevailing in inner-city 
communities is exposed to a similar criticism. Without compar-
ative examples of poor populations living in different social set-
tings, we have to take at face value that cultural isolation and 
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systematic structural disadvantage perpetuate self-sabotaging 
cultural frames.

This chapter expands the debate about the relationship 
between culture, inequality, and identity beyond the United 
States. Setting narratives of incarcerated young men in the 
United States in relation to a similar group of respondents 
in Germany allows for a more comprehensive understanding 
of culture as “webs of significance” (Geertz 2017) that shape 
the young men’s identity and understanding of their role  
in society.

Given the cultural contingencies of both societies, it is fair 
to say that the young men in Germany and the United States 
experience their outsider status very differently. American and  
German respondents, however, align in describing their mar-
ginalization as an individual rather than a social problem 
(Crewe 2009). The young men’s interpretation of their environ-
ment testifies to subtle but significant forms of discrimination 
and marginalization prevalent in both countries. Rather than 
recollecting dramatic incidents of racism, they relate a more 
elusive but constant experience of marginalization. In aggregate 
these microprocesses significantly influence the respondents’ 
self- understanding. Lamont and others have termed these cul-
tural processes of stratification “symbolic inequality.” These 
scripts operate open-endedly and are constructed intersubjec-
tively. They manifest subconsciously but nonetheless entrench 
the material and ecological aspects of stratification (Lamont, 
Beljean, and Clair 2014, 581). As result, the young men do not 
perceive themselves as being discriminated against or treated 
unfairly. They interpret their social position as an unfortunate 
combination of self-defeating choices and tragic events beyond 
their control.

Uncertainty of Belonging
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In order to analyze the data I collected comparatively, I 
needed to contextualize the young men’s identity constructions 
in the historical and cultural environment they grew up in. The 
construction of the self, as George Herbert Mead (1967) argued, 
develops in relation to society—the generalized other—and the 
benchmark for exclusion from or inclusion in the mainstream 
is very different in Germany than it is in the United States.  
Before I delve into the young men’s narratives, I will briefly 
summarize the cultural assumptions and structural realities 
that impact the young men’s perception of difference, exclusion, 
and belonging in both countries.

An American Dilemma

Acts of police violence against African Americans are only the  
latest iteration of what Gunnar Myrdal (1995) referred to as  
the “American Dilemma.” Published in 1944, Myrdal’s work of the  
same name described the United States as torn between the rhet-
oric of opportunity and the brutal reality of Jim Crow laws in 
the South. As an outsider (Myrdal was from Sweden), Myrdal  
saw clearly what white Americans were reluctant to admit:  
Even after the practice of slavery had ended, a majority of  
African Americans continued to exist in a state of indentured 
servitude on former plantations in the South. The “Freedman 
Bureau” failed to make good on the promise of “forty acres and 
a mule”; and, as W.  E.  B. Du Bois aptly observed, an African  
American who became a landowner and achieved upward mobil-
ity did so “by the grace of his thrift rather than the bounty of the 
government” (1994, 20).

Fleeing Southern Jim Crow laws and economic devastation 
after World War II, the “great migration” of African Americans 
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led to a massive increase of the Black population in Northern 
industrial cities such as Detroit, Chicago, and Philadelphia. As 
has been extensively documented elsewhere, moving north did 
not bring prosperity but led to the creation of segregated and 
resource deprived inner-city communities (Satter 2009; Conley 
2009; Venkatesh 2002; Massey and Denton 1994). Today, segre-
gation remains a social problem that also affects middle-class 
African American families. In Black Picket Fences, Mary Pattillo 
showed that Black middle-class families are likely to live adja-
cent to poor neighborhoods. Their children inadvertently share 
resources with poor families. They attend failing schools and 
are exposed to crime and violence. Middle-class white children, 
on the other hand, live far removed from these social ills of  
poverty (1999).

Recent data confirm that past discriminatory practices con-
tinue to impact the net worth of African American families. In 
2016, the average African American family had a median net 
worth of $17,150 compared to a median net worth of $171,150 for 
white families. Among other factors, white families dispro-
portionately profit from inheritance tax law. Income is taxed  
at seven times the rate than inherited wealth (Batchelder 2007). 
The low taxes on inheritances have therefore contributed  
to sustaining the African American–white wealth gap across  
generations (Hamilton and Darity 2010).

Mass incarceration has dealt another blow to already embat-
tled minority communities (Alexander 2010). By the mid-2000s 
African American men under the age of forty were incarcer-
ated at a rate of 11.5 percent. In fact, incarceration had become so 
common among poorly educated African American men, that 
the likelihood of experiencing incarceration was twice as high 
as their probability of receiving government support or joining 
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the army (Western 2006). Most recent data show a narrowing 
gap of between black and white incarceration rates, while class 
inequality has increased (Muller and Roehrkasse 2022). Between 
2008 and 2018, Black incarceration rates declined by 28 percent. 
Over the same time frame incarceration rates dropped 2 percent 
for whites. Despite these encouraging trends, Black men remain 
5.8 percent more likely to be incarcerated than white men  
(Carson 2020). Overall, mass incarceration has increased the 
economic pressure on already-struggling African American 
families and has caused irreparable damage to the social fabric  
of disadvantaged inner-city communities (Wakefield and 
Wildeman 2013; Wacquant 2009).

In addition to facing structural disadvantages, African  
Americans have to navigate a rather complex field of subtly rac-
ist interactions and stereotyping in their daily lives. “Stereotype 
thread”—awareness that others expect certain behaviors based 
on one’s race, ethnicity, or gender, has a measurable impact on 
aspirations and performance (Steele and Aronson 1995). The 
negative stereotypes circulating about underachievement of 
African Americans in the United States, for example, signifi-
cantly impact their test results. Walton and others found that  
17 percent to 19 percent of the white/Black gap on the SAT 
exams can be accounted for by stereotype threat (2013).

The structural and cultural aspects of discrimination in the 
United States are empirically well-established (Pager 2003). 
Individual experience with racism and the extent to which race 
is relevant for one’s identity, on the other hand, differs signifi-
cantly between people. For instance, highly educated African 
Americans are less likely to have contact with the criminal  
justice system than those who have not finished high school  
(Western 2006). At the same time, middle-class African Americans  
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are more likely to occupy the “sole person” role in a predomi-
nantly white social setting and therefore experience their race 
very differently than a teenager living in a segregated inner-city 
neighborhood (Bobo 2012; Coates 2015).

Finally, like any ethnic group in the United States, African  
Americans are a heterogeneous crowd. For a number of  
African Americans their race and culture may not play a promi-
nent role in their identity constructions at all. Others connect to 
their African American cultural heritage in moderate ways, and 
some may experience their race and, by extension, being dis-
criminated against as an important aspect of their lives (Cross 
1991; Strauss and Cross 2005). As this chapter delves further into 
the analysis of the interview data, it is important to keep the 
range of possible identity constructions in mind. The data focus 
on the identity development of an extremely disadvantaged  
subset of young men, and the results should not be treated as 
representative for a population as diverse as African Americans 
are in the United States.

“It’s a fucked-up predicament”

Jeremiah’s family was more firmly situated in the middle class 
than other families I interviewed in Pennsylvania. His grand-
mother owned a beautiful house on a tree-lined street in West 
Philadelphia. She had been a foster-mother for two decades 
when I met her. Money was never there in abundance but she 
had always found ways to offer her children and grand-children 
the semblance of a middle-class life. She was especially proud 
of her daughter—Jeremiah’s aunt—who had graduated from an 
elite college and lived with her husband and two children in a 
wealthy suburb close to Chicago. Jeremiah’s mother was in many 
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ways the exact opposite of her successful sister. She became 
hooked on drugs and Jeremiah suffered immensely from seeing 
his mother succumbing to addiction again and again.

In school Jeremiah struggled with ADHD. The Catholic  
private school he attended was unwilling to accommodate his 
needs and he ended up attending an underresourced local 
public school. As a teenager, Jeremiah became involved with 
a neighborhood gang. During our interviews his enduring fas-
cination with the gang lifestyle was obvious. He recounted a 
detailed history of the Crips and Bloods and pointed out the 
different ways his tattoos paid tribute to his involvement in an 
East Coast offshoot of the Bloods. His grandmother believed 
that his demeanor was at odds with that of the quiet child she 
had raised. She also assumed that he embellished his involve-
ment in the gang.

Even though Jeremiah had the unwavering support of his 
family, he fell behind in school because of his learning disabil-
ity. He began acting out to compensate for his deficiencies and 
was labeled a troublemaker. As he grew older, his involvement 
with the streets continued to escalate and he embraced being 
a gang member (Soyer 2018). When I spoke to him at SCI Pine 
Grove, he blamed himself for ending up in prison. Not only 
did he believe that it was his fault; he had also convinced him-
self that discrimination had played no role in his trajectory. He 
made clear that he did not want to “blame it on white people” 
that he was incarcerated. From his perspective “Black on Black” 
crime was the problem that haunted inner-city neighborhoods.

He insisted on the irrelevance of racism, even though he had 
experienced first-hand that his family expanded an extraor-
dinary effort to hold onto their middle-class status. When he 
spent a summer in the wealthy suburb where his aunt and her 
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family lived, he noticed that his relatives were the only Black  
family around. He felt “out of place.” Being the only Black child 
at the pool, he was not comfortable jumping in: “My skin get 
darker while I’m in the sun like right now, and it was just like no.”

After being exposed to white upper-middle-class culture he 
had never experienced before, Jeremiah was not able to code 
switch effectively (Anderson 1999). It was also difficult for him 
to perceive the racial disparity as the result of institutionalized 
discrimination and systematic disadvantage. After all, his aunt 
and uncle had made it and were accepted members of this white 
suburban community. After a brief stay in Illinois, he went 
back to Philadelphia. He felt at home there and being in a gang 
allowed him to bracket his identity in meaningful ways.

Blake, who was sentenced to one to five years in prison for 
selling drugs, also tried to make sense of the discrepancy in 
wealth he noticed in his hometown Harrisburg. He argued that 
“white people .  .  . take advantage of going to school.” He also 
insisted that successful white people are not necessarily born 
into wealth: “I’m pretty sure there’s a lot of white people that’s 
out there that [are] CEOs now, that came from nothing. Just 
like there’s a lot of black people out there right now that came 
from nothing.” Trying to ensure that Blake did not simply pro-
vide answers he deemed socially desirable, I pointed out the 
intergenerational wealth white Americans had been able to 
transmit over centuries. He responded bluntly: “All white peo-
ple don’t got stuff to fall back on. . . . like the trailer park. That’s, 
that’s the white version of the hood. That’s still the ghetto at 
the end of the day. That’s low income. For real.” In the end, 
Blake believed that white people simply made more realistic 
plans for their future. As he put it: “See me, black people and 
Spanish people, .  .  . they would go to college, say that don’t 
work, their back-up plan be like, oh I wanna get my barber 
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license. .  .  . That’s not the next best thing, that’s everybody, 
everybody in the hood all over America cutting hair. So, why 
would you [choose that]?”

While Blake knew that his community was in a “fucked-up 
predicament,” he did not want to make excuses for himself. At 
the beginning of his time in prison he recalled blaming not hav-
ing a father in his life, or needing money for his actions. Now 
he believed that he should have found other ways to make ends 
meet: “You don’t always gotta resort to shooting somebody with 
a gun. You don’t gotta always resort to selling drugs. You get a 
job. You go fight with your hands.”

For Jeremiah and Blake taking responsibility for their actions 
translated into negating structural racism, though they still 
intuitively understood their disadvantage. The good neighbor-
hoods, they remarked casually—that’s where the white people 
live. Blake knew that white people never found their way to the 
part of Harrisburg he grew up in, unless they were police or 
wanted to buy drugs. Jeremiah also noticed that his sister was 
one of the very few Black girls at her private school located in 
the suburbs of Philadelphia. He knew that her classmates did not 
have to struggle like she did:

“My sister have to earn everything that she has, every single 
thing. . . . Their [the white classmates’] parents pay for that, here 
you go. Give you $100. Go to school, get lunch money. My sister 
has to work at a daycare at a young age, manage homework, and 
getting money for her phone bill.”

Mother of Exiles

A self-described country of immigrants, the United States not 
only has to reckon with their legacy of slavery, but also with 
its history of discrimination against newcomers. While anyone 
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who is born on American soil is considered a citizen, immigrants  
and their descendants are not created equal. After initial dis-
crimination against the Irish, Jews, or Italians, the third and 
fourth generation of European immigrants now reside in inte-
grated neighborhoods. For the most part they also do not pres-
ent as a distinctive ethnic group anymore (Alba, Logan and 
Crowder 1997; Bonnett 1998; Alba, Lutz and Vesselinov 2001).

Immigrants from Latin America have not been afforded the 
same route to assimilation. A recent study by the Pew Research 
Center (2018) shows that only 45 percent of Americans know that 
most immigrants reside in the United States legally. A signifi-
cant number of respondents (also 45 percent) were still under 
the impression that there is a connection between immigrants 
and criminal behavior. Even though citizenship does not predict 
involvement in criminal behavior, men who identify as Latino 
are overrepresented in the state prison system in comparison to 
white men. Recent work on sentencing emphasizes that immi-
grant status may be an even more salient factor than race when 
it comes to the severity of punishment. Light, Massoglia, and 
King (2014) show that citizenship has a stronger impact on sen-
tencing than race and ethnicity in federal court. Controlling for 
citizenship also obliterates the difference in sentencing between 
Hispanics and whites.

Being a citizen, however, does not protect Latinos from expe-
riencing exclusion. Based on ninety-eight in-depth interviews 
with Puerto Ricans, Ariana Valle (2019) argues that the legal sta-
tus of Puerto Ricans in the United States is questioned regu
larly. They are lumped together with other immigrants from 
Latin America, especially immigrants from Mexico. Being seen 
as a “illegitimate,” despite their citizenship status, emphasizes 
the powerful narrative of Latino immigration as qualitatively 
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different from earlier waves of immigrants entering the United 
States from Europe.

Like African Americans, Latinos continue to live in segre
gated neighborhoods that afford very little opportunities for 
advancement (Bourgois 2002; Contreras 2013). Latino men 
are stigmatized and labeled intensely. Victor Rios describes 
a “Youth Control Complex” that encompasses the lives of the 
Latino youths he observed—regardless of their actual involve-
ment in crime (2011). Like African American incarceration rates, 
Latino incarceration rates have declined. Between 2008 and 
2018 the number of Latino inmates in state prison decreased by  
21 percent. Nevertheless, the fact that Latinos constitute 23 percent  
of the state prison population means that they are still overrep-
resented in the criminal justice system (Carson 2020).2

We should again keep in mind that Latinos are a heteroge-
neous group. When it comes to upward mobility, trajectories  
differ widely depending on the immigrants’ country of ori-
gin. Second-generation Central or South Americans, as well  
as Peruvians, Cubans, and Colombians, even surpass their 
white peers when it comes to occupational success. The great  
majority of Latino immigrants, however, stem from Mexico. 
The lives of the children of Mexican immigrants are still shaped  
by the stigma of “illegality” and segregation (Gonzales 2015). 
First-generation Mexican immigrants’ legal status, the compa
ratively low level of their education, and a negative reception 
environment in the United States contribute to the comparative 
lack of upward mobility of their children and grandchildren  
(Van Tran 2016).

Similar to the African American respondents, the Latino 
young men I interviewed are not a representative sample of the 
Latino population in the United States. Instead, their narratives 
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offer a specific perspective on the identity development of young 
Latino men who grew up in segregated inner-city communities.

“Americans can do no wrong”

When I interviewed Jesus in prison, he was twenty years old. 
He had been raised by his grandmother, who came from Puerto 
Rico to the continental United States when she was a child. The 
family first settled in New Jersey but then quickly moved to 
Philadelphia, where all his grandmother’s children and grand-
children were born. Jesus is keenly aware of how his life has been 
defined by poverty and segregation. For him, being in a prison is 
not a lot different from living in his neighborhood: “You’re really 
confined in the hood to your own environment. . . . Me being in 
prison in my cell is no different than being out there because  
I felt like I was confined out there,” he explained.

As the only US respondent who had been enrolled in a four-
year college, he observed that underresourced neighborhoods 
can sap aspirations. Instead of becoming doctors or lawyers, 
“people just get fucked by their environment.” Even though 
he knew that poverty warped the life courses of those around 
him, he rejected describing himself as a victim of these cir-
cumstances: “I can’t blame it [his life course] on the environ-
ment. We [people in his neighborhood] fucked each other 
over. Instead of bringing each other up, we was just encour-
aging and motivating each other to continue doing the same 
old bullshit.” When he was a child, Jesus was captivated by the 
self-destruction of heroin addicts around him and he began 
stashing heroin for his cousins. For him, the essence of drug 
dealing is “You making money and watching somebody fuck 
up their life.”
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Even though Jesus enjoyed going to elementary school, his 
grandmother encouraged him to act like he had ADHD. She 
told him to misbehave so that he could become eligible for 
social security payments. According to Jesus it worked out and 
his grandmother was able to use his SSI checks to supplement 
the household income until he was sent to juvenile placement in  
his mid-teens. Jesus was convinced that many other families  
in his neighborhood received social security payments illegiti
mately as well: “You just see it with a lot of minorities for real. 
Cause you don’t see that with um, with a white family. I don’t 
know, [with] minorities you see that shit all the time.”

While he believed his grandmother’s choices were wrong, he 
acknowledged the limited agency she had vis-à-vis the govern-
ment agencies that intervened in his life. Jesus recalled that she 
never questioned the different therapeutic interventions that  
he was exposed to. In his grandmother’s eyes, “Americans can 
do no wrong . . . if they would have told her like yeah, like make 
him jump off a bridge, she probably would have went along with 
it because somebody else told her it was good for me.”

During our final interview, it became evident that his nar-
rative of individual responsibility was connected to his fear of 
not being able to live an independent life away from the streets. 
Emphasizing that he and others in in his neighborhood were 
responsible for their actions implied that he had control over his 
fate. Jesus knew it would be difficult for him to find a job quickly 
after his release. He speculated that failing to secure employ-
ment might draw him back to the streets, and he was uncertain 
what the future might hold for him. Jesus explained that he had 
always wanted to run his own business. But now he was not so 
sure anymore. Half-jokingly, he added at the end of our inter-
view, “I’m having a mid-life crisis.”
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While Jesus was born on the mainland, Mateo’s family 
moved from Puerto Rico to Allentown, Pennsylvania when he 
was twelve years old. “My mom—she was trying to get a better 
life,” he explained. From his perspective moving to Allentown 
had been a net benefit for his family. He considered Puerto Rico 
his home, but remembered the neighborhood he lived in as a 
violent and drug-infested place. Mateo believed that people in 
Puerto Rico “don’t got a lot of benefits and hope . . .” Mateo did 
not speak English when he arrived but, by his own account, he 
picked the language up quickly. He also recalled that his family 
was poor even though both his parents worked. While he under-
stood his family’s disadvantage, he mostly blamed himself for 
ending up in prison: “I started hanging out with wrong people, 
start[ed] getting locked up, fighting in school, getting kicked out 
of school.” Like his uncle, who was a member of the Latin Kings, 
Mateo became a gang member. He joined “for the loyalty. For 
the love they show you.  .  . . They help you with anything you 
need. Help your family.”

When Mateo reflected on why he ended up being sentenced to 
two to five years for aggravated assault, he did not feel resentment 
toward the system that had adjudicated him. Instead, he talked 
about feeling angry with his father who started out as a “big drug 
dealer in Puerto Rico,” but ended up getting hooked on dope 
himself. From Mateo’s perspective his father never raised him or 
gave him anything. He and his mother had violent fights. Mateo 
remembered that everyone in his family always argued about 
money. When his father found out that Mateo had been sent  
to prison, he returned to Puerto Rico. Mateo sent him a letter 
from prison but never received a reply. In the end, Mateo believed 
his father did not want to confront his son’s incarceration.



Uncertainty of Belonging  /  59

In his recollections Mateo’s challenging family dynamic 
overshadowed any other structural difficulties he might have 
encountered as he tried to integrate into life in his new home-
town. His families’ ties to the Latin Kings also made it easy for 
him to turn to the gang for recognition and support. His gang 
involvement not only compensated for difficulties at home but 
also allowed him to feel connected to a place whose language 
and customs he was not familiar with.

Mateo and Jesus focused on their individual challenges  
over lager socioeconomic mechanisms disadvantaging Latino 
families in the United States. They mostly remembered their fami
lies’ struggles from a microlevel perspective, and framed their 
current situation as a result of their own actions, or the failings 
of adults in their life.

Personal Responsibility and Structural Disadvantage

It is tempting to frame the narratives of the US respondents’ 
as a sign of alienation and false consciousness (Gaventa 1982). 
This simplified Marxian interpretation, however, does not do 
justice to the complex reality the respondents had to navigate. 
Jeremiah and Blake understood that their neighborhoods were 
deprived of resources. Jesus also realized that his Puerto Rican 
grandmother was not able to read “American” society cor-
rectly. She couldn’t advocate as effectively for him as a white 
middle-class mother or grandmother would have been able to. 
Likewise, Mateo observed that his parents worked hard but still 
struggled financially.

Jesus’s, Mateo’s, Blake’s, and Jeremiah’s denial of systemic 
racism simply allowed them to uphold their illusion of agency. 
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Imagining themselves as uninhibited by discrimination also 
enabled them to retain a modicum of dignity and optimism.

Their perspective on American society was also impacted 
by their individual traumatic experiences (Soyer 2018). As chil-
dren they had witnessed repeatedly that adults’ drug use and 
violence made their family’s situation worse. Jeremiah, for 
example, could not possibly understand his mother’s drug use 
in terms of his country’s history of slavery and racism. From a 
child’s perspective, she simply let him down, while his aunt and 
grandmother were proof that she could have chosen differently. 
The individual, visceral experience of trauma and disappoint-
ment therefore obfuscated the undercurrent of systemic racism 
that undeniably impacted their communities.

The German Question

In Germany, the history of racism predates the founding of 
the United State by centuries.3 Historically, Germans have 
defined belonging to the Volk (the people) by ancestry and cul-
ture rather than territory (Anderson 1991). The predecessor of 
the German Reich, the Holy Roman Empire, consisted of a 
multitude of quasi-sovereign chiefdoms, lordships, and king-
doms. Germany—a “delayed nation” (Plessner 2001)—became 
a coherent territory long after France, Great Britain, or the 
United States.4 To compensate for the absence of a nation state, 
Germans, Hannah Arendt (1944) argued, developed a specific 
“race-thinking.” Instead of territorial unity, they emphasized 
their racial unity.

When Bismarck succeeded in creating a unified Germany 
under the hegemony of Prussia, he did so with the significant 
support of his Jewish banker Gerson Bleichroeder (Stern 1977). 
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At the same time, however, the Jewish population was never 
considered an integral part of Germany. Jews remained “strang-
ers,” even though Germans and Jews had shared the same ter-
ritory for centuries and Jewish artists and philosophers had 
embodied German culture (Stern 1977; Elon 2002; Simmel 1971).5 
Historians and social scientists agree that Nazi ideology did 
not emerge suddenly in 1933, and that it did not suddenly end 
with the surrender of the German army on May 8, 1945. Hitler’s  
antisemitism in many ways seamlessly connected to a specific 
kind of exclusive messianic nationalism that had been simmering  
at least since the nineteenth century and was embraced by the 
highest echelons of German society during the Weimar Repub-
lic (Karlauf 2020; Adorno 2019; Korn 1999; Kracauer 1984).

During the 1940s, when Gunnar Myrdal was traveling 
through the United States recording the hypocrisy of American 
society, the Nazi leadership relentlessly pursued its goal of the 
complete destruction of European Jewry (Hilberg 1999). During 
the height of the killings in Eastern Europe, between July 1942 
and November 1942, more than one million people died in the 
gas chambers of Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka alone (Stone 
2019). The Holocaust was a crime of such massive proportions 
that the German language developed a specific term capturing 
the process of coming to terms with the collective guilt of the 
German people: Vergangenheitsbewältigung.

Under the leadership of the first postwar chancellor, Konrad  
Adenauer, German society defined itself mostly through its 
efforts to rebuild the country and the desire to enter the inter-
national political stage once again. Germany at once distanced 
itself from the Third Reich, while relentlessly reintegrating  
former Nazis at the familial, social, and political levels of society 
(Perels 2004; Welzer 2002; Mommsen 1991).6 As part of the German  
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efforts to present the country as a peaceful and trustworthy 
nation, race as a category was erased from the German vocabu
lary. Instead of racial unity, Germans emphasized a set of cul-
tural norms and values that defined their society. Replacing race 
with the notion of culture (including democracy and liberalism)  
was supposed to imply tolerance. However, insisting on assimi
lation to German culture has continued to ostracize those who 
seem not share this particular Western European, Christian  
perspective (Yurdakul and Korteweg 2013; Korteweg 2014;  
Oers 2021).

The first immigrants who entered postwar Germany were 
the so-called Gastarbeiter, who came to the newly established 
Federal Republic to address the shortage of laborers during the 
postwar economic boom. Recruited from Southern European 
countries and Turkey, these workers were not supposed to settle 
in Germany. Chartered trains delivered these men, who were 
treated as a commodity, directly from their home country to 
the German companies desperate for a cheap labor force. Their 
initial living quarters were provisional barracks provided by the 
companies that had recruited them. In 1973, when labor recruit-
ment officially ended, those who were supposed to be temporary 
“guests” had turned into permanent immigrants. Despite these 
“guests’” having experienced an unfriendly reception environ-
ment, their families had followed them, and Germany had to 
come to terms with a significant immigrant population. Over 
time, the status of “foreigners” who had settled permanently in 
Germany was tackled legislatively. The political establishment 
abandoned the idea of forcibly resettling workers to their coun-
try of origin. After all, the German constitution granted civil 
and individual rights to everyone irrespective of nationality 
( Joppke 1999, 63–85).
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It took much longer to dispose of the traditional notion that 
the German nation was bound by blood and not territory. Until 
January 1, 2000, when a reformed citizenship law went into 
effect, the children of those workers who were born and raised in  
Germany did not have a clear path to German citizenship. 
Access to German citizenship was defined by the principles of 
ius sanguinis (Brubaker 1992). Having German ancestors gua
ranteed citizenship irrespective of where a person resided. 
Although immigrants from Turkey, Italy, Greece, and Yugoslavia  
fulfilled an important economic function, their grandchildren 
born on German soil were still considered foreigners (Ausländer) 
(Partridge 2012). Children born in Germany to immigrant  
parents prior to the reform of the citizenship law received the 
citizenship of their parent’s country of origin.

Even though the new citizenship law moved in the direc-
tion of ius soli, the outsider status of many German respondents 
continued to be defined by the old concept of ius sanguinis. A 
majority of the young men I interviewed were born just before 
the legal changes took effect. Their extensive criminal history 
prevented other paths to naturalization and minimized their 
chances of becoming citizens in the future. Those who had a 
long history of criminal behavior were at risk of being deported 
to the country their parents or even grandparents came from 
decades ago (Narimani 2017).

In contrast to the United States, the German census does not 
record ethnicity. Instead, the census bureau collects information 
on the diffuse category of “migration background.” This rubric 
also includes German citizens born in Germany whose fami-
lies immigrated to Germany generations ago. About 21.3 million  
people fall into this category.7 Given the homogeneity of  
German society, it is not a surprise that the citizenship reform 
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did not change the narrow definition of what it means to truly 
belong to German society. In the early 2000s, a female teacher 
in Baden-Württemberg insisted on wearing the headscarf in 
public school, which put her at odds with the school adminis
trators and the ministry of education. The now infamous  
“headscarf debate” revealed that wearing a headscarf as a sign 
of being Muslim was still irreconcilable with being German 
(Korteweg and Yurdakul 2013).

“But I am German”

Arslan spent a total of six years in various locked facilities in 
Baden-Württemberg. His latest charge was for an attempted 
second-degree murder. He fractured the skull of another person 
incarcerated at JVA Adelsheim because he had called Arslan a 
“son of a whore.”

Arslan’s mother immigrated from Turkey with her parents 
when she was thirteen years old. His father was born in Germany  
as a son of guest workers who came in the 1960s. Arslan was 
twelve years old when his father died of lung cancer. Since 
his family had lived in Germany for two generations, he felt 
removed from his Turkish heritage: “When I have children 
there will not be a lot of Turk left in them,” he joked.

During our first interview in prison, I revealed my own 
biases and asked him: How was it to grow up Turkish in Stutt-
gart? Arslan was not faced by assumptions about his identity and 
he simply replied: “But I am German.” He added that people 
always thought he had a “migration background” because of his 
dark hair and darker skin. Apparently, I was not the only one 
who presumed that someone who looked like him could not 
possibly be a German citizen. Arslan also explained that people  
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often believed he was joking when he referred to himself as 
German. On the other hand, identifying as Turkish did not feel 
right to him either: “I have received everything from Germany. 
I was born in Germany. I can’t just say: I am Turkish.” Arslan 
therefore preferred to consider himself German-Turkish.

In the summer of 2019, when I conducted our final interview, 
Arslan was looking forward to a vacation in Izmir. He loved 
spending time there and jokingly posed the question: “Why 
would I live in Germany when I can go to Izmir?” Despite his 
enthusiasm about vacationing in Turkey, he remained uncertain 
about whether or not he could live there permanently. For him 
feeling at home was primarily connected to his mother. This 
also meant that if his family were to move to Turkey, he would 
likely leave as well: “I don’t have anything left here,” he said, 
adding, “They really fucked me with that five-year sentence.” 
Eventually Arslan settled on a compromise: He loved Germany 
as a country but hated everything connected to the German 
state that had locked him up.

Interactions with the police in particular had affirmed that 
his presence in Germany was considered problematic. Arslan 
recalled that a police officer claimed he had resisted arrest. From 
Arslan’s perspective the officer simply struggled with putting 
handcuffs on him. Although he insisted that he did not try to 
obstruct the officer, Arslan was convinced that nobody believed 
his version of the event: Come on,” he told me, “someone who 
looks like me and who has been in prison—[ .  .  . ] why would 
anybody believe me?”

Arslan’s hybrid identity epitomized the situation of young 
people born to immigrant families after the citizenship law 
reform. Children born in Germany after January 2000 are eli-
gible for German citizenship similar to a child born on US soil. 
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Arslan not only held a German passport; he did not even have 
Turkish citizenship. His actual citizenship status, however, was 
irrelevant when it came to other people’s perspective on his sta-
tus as a “foreigner.” His experience of exclusion had left him 
deeply ambivalent about the country of his birth. Especially 
after he experienced how correctional officers spoke to him and 
others in prions, he concluded the following: “In every German 
is a little bit of a .  .  .” While he did not finish his sentence, we 
both knew the term that was left unspoken was Nazi.8

Carlo, whose father was of African descent, experienced 
being racially profiled on a regular basis in his hometown. Carlo 
grew up in Freiburg—a small university town in the Black For-
est. Like Arslan, he was a German citizen. In his experience, 
the police never stopped those who looked ethnically German  
but always targeted him and his friends who had darker skin 
and appeared to have a “migration background.” Carlo had 
been sentenced to three years for aggravated assault. He was 
ashamed of what he had done and did not want to talk about 
how he had ended up in prison. I asked him if the police had 
ever said anything discriminatory—for example, whether they 
had used racial slurs. He replied that he had never experienced 
that, but it was obvious to him that the police considered those 
who had darker skin to be more dangerous. He also believed that 
his older white half brothers were profiled because they socia
lized with a group of Roma, a population generally considered 
to be involved in organized crime.9 While the police never used 
racial slurs, strangers on the street did not hold back when they 
encountered him and called him “n . . . . r.”10 He did not want to 
paint himself as a victim: “When I was younger it really upset 
me, but now I don’t care anymore,” he explained.

Just like in Carlo’s and Arslan’s cases, Marko’s dark skin 
meant that he was immediately identified as not being ethnically  
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German. Marko’s parents are Roma; they came to Germany more  
than thirty years ago. The family first settled in Hannover,  
in northern Germany. Marko was born there, but when he was 
about five years old his parents decided to move to southern 
Germany. Marko described this relocation as an attempt to get 
away from family drama that had unfolded in Hannover. His 
parents were not German citizens, but they held the German 
equivalent of a Green Card. This allowed them to remain in 
the country indefinitely without any restrictions. Because of his 
criminal history Marko had been threatened with deportation 
to Serbia, the country that had issued his passport. He believed 
that a six-page letter he wrote to the judge overseeing his immi-
gration case ultimately prevented his deportation. Although he 
was allowed to remain in Germany for now, Marko expected 
that he would never be able to receive the kind of unconditional 
residency permit his parents had.

As a Roma Marko is part of a minority that has faced dis-
crimination all over Europe (McGarry 2014; Ciaian and Kancs 
2018; Kende et al. 2021). In Germany the derogatory term 
Zigeuner (gypsy) remains a common moniker. For centuries 
German literature has styled Zigeuner as a threat to society. 
They are depicted as criminals, robbers, and kidnappers of chil-
dren (Solms 2008). Marko insisted, though, that his family has 
been accepted into the small southern German village they set-
tled in after they left Hannover. The native Germans living in 
this part of southern Germany are referred to as Swabians and 
they speak a distinctive local dialect called Swabian. One ste-
reotype about the Swabians is that they are very frugal, border-
ing on being embarrassingly cheap. Marko referred to this ste-
reotype when he explained that the Swabian neighbors had no  
hesitation knocking on his family’s door when they needed  
to borrow tools or flour. When someone from his family had to  
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borrow tools in return, the neighbors were happy to recipro-
cate. Marko’s tongue-in-cheek depiction of village dynamics 
implied that the cheap nature of the Swabians outweighed their 
racist instinct to treat their Roma neighbors as social pariahs. 
He even joked that his parents had assimilated to the Swabian 
way of life completely since they also saved rather than spent 
their money.

Although Marko affirmed acceptance of his family, he 
recalled that his former supervisor referred to him as a Zigeuner. 
He claimed it was mostly in good fun: “I used to call my boss 
potato.” He conceded that some people have said “stupid” stuff. 
Although he believed that his treatment was not undeserved 
since that he had not been a particularly “nice guy.” Despite the 
stereotypes about Roma, Marko never concealed his identity:  
“I have nothing to be ashamed of,” he asserted.

Similarly to Arslan and Carlo, Marko also remained uncer-
tain about his acceptance in German society: Other Germans, 
he believed, would likely not consider him a “model German 
citizen” (Vorzeigedeutsche). After his release, he planned on enter-
ing an arranged marriage with a woman who lived in Germany 
but who, like him, came from a Roma family. Marko related 
that his family’s expectations were more traditional in terms of 
gender roles. Marrying a German woman unfamiliar with his 
cultural heritage would have gravely disappointed his parents. 
Even though Marko was committed to Romani cultural tradi-
tions, he also embraced his German identity. He spoke German 
without a traceable accent and, while he was set to marry within 
the Roma community, he planned on settling with his future 
wife in Germany.

Arslan, Marko, and Carlo came from very different  
ethnic backgrounds. In the eyes of the German majority, their  



Uncertainty of Belonging  /  69

appearance—most importantly their darker skin, marked them 
as “foreigners.” Despite their different citizenship statuses, all 
three had internalized that they could never be “fully” German— 
irrespective of how long ago their families had settled in  
Germany. Although German society identified them as “the 
other,” the young men wanted to stay in Germany. As Arslan 
remarked, being born and raised in Germany was part of his 
self-understanding. While he enjoyed going on vacation in 
Izmir he was aware that he did not belong there either.

In Unwanted, Sandra Bucerius (2014) observed that her  
German-Turkish respondents compensated their exclusion 
from German society by identifying fiercely with the part of  
Frankfurt they had grown up in. Almost twenty years later, this 
new generation of immigrant children and grandchildren did not 
anchor their identity in a specific locale. In contrast to Bucerius’s 
group, a majority lived in homogenous small-town communi-
ties. Their families stood out as “the Turks,” “the Blacks,” or the 
“Gypsies.” Countering these simplistic categories of “otherness,” 
the young men assumed a “hybrid identity,” claiming a liminal 
space of hyphenated Germanness. By embracing the complexity 
of their dual identity, these young men inadvertently challenged 
centuries of hegemonic assumptions about what it means to be 
part of the German nation (Bhabha 1994; Brubaker 1992).

Conclusion

Comparing the narratives of the German and American respon-
dents reflects the different cultural and structural mechanism of 
exclusion in both countries. The Latino and African American  
young men I interviewed grew up in a much more diverse soci-
ety than the German respondents did. The most recent census 
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data of the United States estimates that 13.1 percent of the pop-
ulation identifies as African American and 18.5 percent classify 
themselves as Hispanic or Latino.11 Jeremiah and Jesus could 
be much more confident in their American identity than Arslan 
and Marko in their “Germanness.” The fundamental questions 
of belonging to American society never emerged during our 
conversations. As a multiethnic nation, the United States allows 
the young men to identify with their racial and ethnic identity 
without “officially” compromising their Americanness. From a 
legal standpoint, all respondents were American citizens and so 
were their parents and grandparents. Unsurprisingly, not even 
Latino respondents expressed the same kind of uncertainty 
about belonging that was common in the German group.

The ethnic diversity of the United States, as well as the compara-
tively straightforward access to citizenship, masks the well-known 
reality of residential segregation. Paradoxically, the African 
American and Latino respondents had very limited oppor-
tunities to interact with white middle- or upper-middle-class  
peers (Massey 2020; Shedd 2015; Massey and Denton 1994). As 
a result, their identity construction took place in relation to 
the minority communities they were part of. The young men 
focused on the deficits they perceived in their communities. At 
times they drew conclusions about their own behavior that came 
astonishingly close to Oscar Lewis’s (1975) infamous “culture of 
poverty” argument. Segregation, mass incarceration, and pov-
erty meant that the discrimination was at once more visceral 
but less apparent in the day-to-day interactions of the US-based 
respondents. They were torn between recognizing the extreme 
structural disadvantage of their communities and interpreting 
self-defeating choices as cultural dysfunction.

German respondents, in turn, were aware that their “migra-
tion background” put them at odds with the majority of ethnic 
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Germans. They downplayed being discriminated against, even 
though anti-immigrant political discourse had become more 
openly hostile during the time in which they came of age. In 
a comparative analysis of immigrant rights and political pro-
cesses in European countries Koopemans and others argue that 
expansion of citizenship rights for immigrants was met with an 
electoral backlash and the rise of right-wing parties (2013). To 
the authors, Germany was a notable exception, as the country’s 
past still favored suppression of neofascist rhetoric. Less than a 
decade later, Germany does not defy these patterns anymore. 
The right-wing party, AfD (Alternative für Deutschland), has 
gained significant ground in state, federal, and local elections. 
The young men assert their self-understanding as German + X 
(Turkish, Albanian, Polish, etc.) against the backdrop of a per-
sistent cultural narrative that indefinitely precludes their full 
belonging in German society.

The comparative approach reveals how historical and cul-
tural idiosyncrasies warp the identity of young men at the mar-
gins of society. While the American respondents focused on 
rationalizing away their structural disadvantage, German par-
ticipants needed to come to terms with their perpetual sta-
tus as interlopers in an ethnically homogenous society. Both 
groups did not blame social structures, inherited disadvantaged, 
or racism. Instead, they focused on maintaining their agency 
and hope for the future. In Germany, immigrant children con-
struct a hybrid self, while German society hardly registered  
the nuances of their identity.

The young men in the United States similarly negated the 
existence of structural racism as they recounted how segrega-
tion shaped their upbringing. Respondents in both countries 
understood that they are systemically disadvantaged and “oth-
ered.” Being in their late teens or early twenties, these young 
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men simply needed to believe that their past experiences did not 
define their future. As a way of creating meaning for themselves, 
they emphasized what they hoped could be possible rather than 
giving into hopelessness and resignation.
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Ch a p t e r Th r e e

“Here I get three meals a day”
Segregation and the Relative Experience  

of Poverty

As was made clear in the preceding chapter, different cultural 
assumptions about belonging inevitably impacted the respon-
dents’ sense of self and their experience of difference. Simi-
larly, American and German respondents also assessed their 
socioeconomic status in relation to the standard of living they 
observed in their immediate environment. Growing up in seg-
regated neighborhoods, the young men in the United States 
lacked comparative examples of peers who lived comfortably in 
the middle class. German participants, who grew up surrounded 
by middle-class prosperity, noticed their families’ marginali
zation more clearly. Different benchmarks of need also shaped 
the young men’s pathways into crime, as well as their perspec-
tives on incarceration. In contrast to the childhood narratives of 
the US respondents, none of the German participants reported 
housing insecurity or food scarcity. The young men in Germany 
explained their criminal behavior by pointing to psychologi-
cal strain caused by familial dysfunctions or unexpected per-
sonal tragedies, such as parental death or illness. They did not 

Segregation and the Experience of Poverty
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frame committing crimes as way of providing for their families’  
basic needs.

The German young men, like their American counterparts, 
aspired to a lifestyle that was out of reach for families of their 
class position. Yet, even as the American respondents desired 
mundane aspects of middle-class life, they did not compare 
their childhood experiences to middle- or upper-middle-class 
children. An upper-middle-class family making $250,000 can 
feel “Manhattan poor” in the über-wealthy environment of New 
York City’s Upper East Side.1 Likewise, living in segregated and 
disadvantaged neighborhoods, the American young men did not 
experience their exclusion as drastically as some of the German 
respondents did (Shedd 2015).

In her groundbreaking book The Second Shift, Arlie Hochs
child argued that women compare themselves to friends of 
similar socioeconomic status to evaluate the qualities and 
deficiencies of their husbands (1989). The young men in this 
study also measured their living standards in relation to  
others in their immediate social environment. The German 
respondents lived among middle-class and upper-middle-class  
children. The lifestyle of these much wealthier families was 
the baseline they used to make sense of their own expe-
rience (Bucerius 2014). In the United States, middle-class  
children hardly entered the respondents’ immediate life-
world. Although they may have passed through wealthier 
parts of their hometown (Leverentz 2020), in their neigh-
borhood they only encountered people who struggled to get 
by. In Pennsylvania poverty ran so deep that some children 
perceived prison as a relief from the suffering they had lived 
through at home.
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Desperation and Aspiration:  
The American Experience

Several respondents in Pennsylvania remembered days when 
they went hungry because there was not enough food for them 
to eat at home.2 Bryan, who had already served two years of his 
two- to five-year sentence he received for carrying a firearm, 
remembered the extreme poverty he grew up in: “It’d be hard 
like when, one week there’d be food on the table for all of us. 
Then the next day, it’d be a certain amount of food on the table 
for a number of us. And we ugh, damn. We ate, but not as much 
as everybody else, you know? We had to take turns on like, on 
who was gonna get a certain amount this week.”

When he was young, Bryan explained, he committed crimes 
to take care of himself while his mother struggled to feed the 
family. During his teenage years, his criminal behavior reached 
a new level. He committed his first armed robbery at fourteen 
and began selling drugs. At that point, he readily admitted that 
he was drawn to the lifestyle and the excitement that came from 
committing crimes. When I asked him if he had any positive 
memories from his childhood he would like to share, he simply 
replied: “I wish I had some.”

Blake also believed that he was drawn to the streets because 
he realized how hard his single mother had to work—and how 
comparatively easy it was to make money selling drugs. The 
twenty-two-year-old recalled that his family received some 
welfare payments and food stamps, but this was not enough to 
cover the bills. His mother had to work two more jobs to make 
ends meet. Looking back, Blake was unaware of his family’s dis-
advantage. Given the level of poverty he grew up around in 
Harrisburg, his understanding of what it meant to be poor was 
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calibrated differently: The homeless who lived in squalid con-
ditions were poor. “We wasn’t that,” he said, “but we was poor. 
’Cause we was living, we, we didn’t have a house and car and . . . 
all that extra shit. To me, now that I think about it, we was poor. 
We wasn’t middle-class.”

While it was especially those respondents who grew up in 
cities like Pittsburgh, Harrisburg, or Philadelphia who lived 
close to middle-class or upper-middle-class areas, their life-
world never overlapped with their white middle-class peers in 
significant ways (Pattillo 1999). These young men only under-
stood how poor they had been after the fact, or when coinci-
dences in their lives led to interactions with upper-middle-class 
families. Gabriel, for example, became aware of how other peo-
ple lived when his family stayed at a homeless shelter located in 
a predominantly white, middle-class area. As he recalled:

The school I went to was a bunch of white people. My middle 
school was a bunch of white people, there was only a couple black 
people there. . . . This white dude was my friend, I used to go over 
to his house all the time, and then that’s when I started seeing stuff. 
Seeing people, like they used to take me out places. . . . They had 
like a summer house out there [in Myrtle Beach], and they used to 
take me out there with them. Yeah. That’s when I started seeing 
like there’s other stuff out in the world than what I be seeing. I was 
like eleven years old, twelve, that’s what I remember. I used to want 
them to be my mom and dad ’cause they was cool.

Jaxon, another young Black man from Harrisburg, was used 
to eating lunch at school but he usually missed out on break-
fast because he was late. At home, meal sizes were small: “It 
wouldn’t be a nice sized amount [of food], it’d be a small amount 
where we couldn’t even get full,” he explained. Jaxon had cycled 
through numerous juvenile justice facilities before he was sent 
to SCI Pine Grove. In fact, he had committed the robbery he 
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was incarcerated for, while he was on the run from his final juve-
nile placement. Jaxon remembered only one non-punitive social 
service intervention from his childhood: Through the school  
district he lived in, he was assigned a woman as his “Therapeutic  
Staff Support” (TSS). The TSS was supposed to monitor his 
behavior in school. Although he realized that having someone 
beside him was nothing to be proud of, he enjoyed spending 
time with her. He recalled doing “fun stuff” with him like eating 
out or going to play basketball.

In addition to experiencing food insecurity, several respon-
dents faced housing insecurity. Miguel slept on park benches 
when his mother did not let him come home. The twenty-one-
year-old believed that he had no social or familial support on 
the outside. Being homeless and having to worry about food 
and shelter inevitably impacted how he perceived his situation 
in prison. Compared to sleeping outside or bouncing around 
between friends and relatives, he appreciated the “comforts” 
incarceration had to offer. “This is honestly the most stable I’ve 
been,” he explained, “I don’t have to worry about coming home 
and the doors being locked and I can’t get into my house to go 
to sleep.” Having regular access to food was a benefit as well. 
As Miguel put it: “Here, I get three meals a day which I wasn’t 
promised in the streets. You know? . . . I’m not glad that I’m here 
but it’s helpful for me to be more stable than I was in the streets.”

Gabriel did not have to sleep on park benches, but his family  
passed through several homeless shelters. Living in Pittsburgh, 
the temporary housing they were assigned in that city was  
usually located in its most disadvantaged neighborhoods. Facing  
an unstable living situation made it almost impossible for him 
to study. Staying at a shelter, he explained, “it’s hard to do 
your schoolwork, because there’s so many people living in one 
place: “It’s just difficult to do stuff with people running around.” 
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Gabriel’s family remained in temporary housing right until he 
was finished with fifth grade. He remembered being angry and 
ashamed that his mother could not afford to live in a regular 
apartment. When the school bus picked him up, other children 
would make fun of where he lived.

Like Gabriel, Connor was worried about how other children 
perceived him. He grew up in Erie and described himself as mixed-
race. His case summary file plainly identified him as African  
American. When I interviewed him, he was twenty years old and 
two years into his three- to ten-year sentence for robbery. He 
appeared much younger and his demeanor was that of a child in 
a man’s body. After Connor’s parents divorced, they had to move 
frequently because his mother didn’t always pay the rent. Know-
ing he could not control whether or not his mother had enough 
money to cover the bills, Connor worried about how others per-
ceived him. He did not want to be made fun of because he was 
wearing second-hand clothing. It made him feel good to wear the 
newest items in front of his classmates, and when he couldn’t afford 
to purchase them, he simply stole them from department stores.

The young men in Germany also reported that they used to  
steal items they couldn’t afford, but the US sample more clearly 
expressed the desire to consume conspicuously (Merton 1938; 
Messner and Rosenfeld 2007). Tyler, a twenty-two-year-old 
Black man, who was raised by his grandmother in Harrisburg,  
used to admire his uncles. As a child he believed that they were 
successful drug dealers. Like them, Tyler wanted to drive expen-
sive cars and be seen with the beautiful women that seemed to 
be attracted to those vehicles. “I was like, alright, I want that,” 
he said. Now he just felt “dumb” for falling for this superficial 
display of wealth. After three years in prison he saw things  
differently: “In the end,” he said, “you gotta pay for it all. At the 
end, it don’t mean nothin.’”



Segregation and the Experience of Poverty  /  79

Given the extreme deprivation many of the American respon-
dents lived through, making a lot of money quickly was a com-
pelling prospect for them. Kayden, who moved back and forth 
between North Carolina and Central Pennsylvania growing up, 
used to live with his mother and his sister in public housing. For 
him, the drug dealers were the only people he knew who had 
money to spend. When he was growing up, he thought: “I wanna 
be like him one day. Getting money like selling drugs, stuff like 
that.” In his early twenties, with two children of his own and serv-
ing a two- to four-year sentence for robbery, he was now worried 
that people might think of him as “being some hard ass.” Kayden 
explained that he always tried to present himself as someone he is 
not: “I’ve got a heart,” he said, “I sometimes wear a mask.”

Kayden and others framed their behavioral choices as a mix 
of desperation and aspiration. They desired to live “normal” lives 
but they were so far removed from any middle-class stability 
that they could not conceptualize a normative process of upward 
mobility (Young 2004). Facing hunger, eviction, and neighbor-
hood violence, they identified with the local drug dealers. After 
spending years in prison, many felt they had reached a dead end. 
Even though they were only in their early twenties, living a com-
fortable life was more out of reach for them than ever.

The “Gilded Age”

Philadelphia, the largest city in Pennsylvania, exemplifies the 
divisions between the haves and have-nots that are spatially 
proximate but that hardly intersect with each other in their 
daily lives. Philadelphia, one of the oldest cities in the country,  
is home to several universities and colleges, among them the 
University of Pennsylvania. Founded in 1740, the University 
of Pennsylvania (Penn), like Harvard and Princeton, is part of 
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the Ivy League. During the academic year of 2021–22, attending 
such a storied institution of higher learning came with a price 
tag of $83,298 for students who resided on campus.3 The univer-
sity is a thirty-minute subway ride from one of the most disad-
vantaged areas of the city—Kensington. Jesus, who grew up in 
that neighborhood, offered a harrowing description of his child-
hood in Kensington and his way into drug dealing:

Me and my cousins used to walk to school at the age of seven by 
ourselves. So, it was like six, seven, eight blocks from my house to 
the school. And from that, from the time we walked out of the 
house, all the blocks we passed, literally on every corner would be 
a drug corner. Whether it was crack, everything on one corner. But 
all the same drugs would be on the next corner. And you would see 
kids, like thirteen, hustling out there. Selling chains, watches, and 
you thinking damn here I am going to school and they out here 
making money. And the only thing school really, I don’t know. I 
like education, but school don’t give you everything that’s really 
gonna help you in life. Things that you learn in school, the reading 
and math, that’s all you really need from school. Everything, all 
that calculus and other shit, I ain’t never gonna use it. Mostly 
everybody in Philly ain’t gonna use it, unless they be like that per-
centage that’s probably gonna make it somewhere. And I be walk-
ing to school from like eight years old, nine years old to be like I’m 
gonna start hustling. So I started hanging around my older cousins 
after school. Looking at them, seeing how they interact with fiends, 
the drug addicts. And then one day, I’m like let me get what you got 
in your pocket. Like hustling, they calling that trapping. I’m like 
yeah, I wanna trap. So, they gave me the drugs and told me to stash 
it. So, I stashed it. And a fiend, like my first fiend came up and they 
wanted a bag of heroin for $10. Like you got dope, what’s the stamp 
on it? I’m like yeah, I got dope from such and such. He wanted the 
stash, I gave it to him. Ever since that $10 stash, I just, I just loved it. 
I don’t know why. It was just interacting with so many people. 
’Cause while I was hustling like even at, even recently and I looked 
around. I used to interact with the fiends, like why the fuck is he 
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doing this? You see females pregnant, bring their kids up to you. 
You know the kids is starving and all that. Yet, they still coming to 
spend their money, like you gotta stamp?

Jesus’s depiction of poverty and excessive drug use is not an 
exaggeration. According to a community brief put together by 
Drexel University Urban Health Collaborative, the average 
income per capita was $12,669 per year between 2012 and 2016 
(Confair et al. 2019). While some of the students at the University 
of Pennsylvania receive full scholarships, the majority of stu-
dents are drawn from the top 10 percent of the income bracket. 
Based on data collected between 1997 and 2013, the median family  
income of a University of Pennsylvania student was $195,000 
(Chetty et al. 2017).4

Reminiscent of the Gilded Age, the University of Pennsyl-
vania’s endowment reached $20.5 billion in June 2021.5 Around 
the same time, the city of Philadelphia tried to clear Kensington  
of homeless encampments, which, according to activists, may 
hold about six hundred people during the summer. Even as  
Kensington’s streets were cleared of the mentally ill and drug 
addicts, the city government conceded that they could offer very 
little as an alternative. Local residents were resigned and simply 
expected new encampments to crop up again shortly after the 
old ones had been demolished.6

Comfortable Exclusion:  
The German Experience

By all measures, the German respondents grew up in a more secure 
and more comfortable environment. Like the American sample, 
the German group judged their own social status in relation  
to their environment. In accordance with Sandra Bucerius’s ana
lysis in her 2014 book Unwanted, this new generation of teenagers  
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felt poor in comparison to children who lived in households 
where both parents were ethnically German. The young men in 
Germany did not experience abject poverty but, in comparison 
to the majority of German society, their families were disad-
vantaged and excluded. My interview took place about sixteen 
years after Bucerius conducted her study. Given the politi-
cal and structural change German society underwent between 
the early 2000s and 2016, it is remarkable that the young men 
felt excluded in the same way their parents’ generation did  
(Bucerius 2014, 15).

Armend was born in Germany after his parents fled Kosovo 
during the war in the late 1990s. His father’s addiction to slot 
machines led the family into poverty and further displace-
ment. Even though his father was working every day, the family  
couldn’t pay rent. Armend even remembered that his father 
seized his sister’s salary she had earned working as a nurse aid 
in a psychiatric hospital. When she refused to hand the money 
over to him, he became violent. In comparison to other German  
respondents, Armend’s family lived under very difficult circum-
stances. Dependent on government housing, they stayed in a 
trailer and had to share a kitchen and bathroom with several  
single men, who struggled with drug and alcohol addiction as 
well. Despite their challenging living situation, though, they 
never had to worry about food and shelter.

Growing up without the fear of homelessness and hunger  
may explain why German respondents did not frame their 
criminal behavior in terms of the need to provide for their fami-
lies’ basics needs. Armend, for example, believed that the crimes 
he had committed were driven by his struggles with addiction. 
He plainly stated that he committed theft because he needed 
the money to buy drugs and alcohol. According to his case file, 
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Armend was sentenced for grand larceny, damage to property, 
and harassment. He remained in Adelsheim for about a year and 
six months. The social workers in prison were aware of his dif-
ficult homelife, and Armend was offered a place in a nonpuni-
tive group home after he was released. He refused to go there 
because he did not want to be away from his mother any longer.

Martin, who spent two years at Adelsheim, also distinctly felt 
that he had less than the other children around him. He and his 
siblings did not wear expensive brand-name clothes. There were 
days when the portions that his mother served were smaller 
than usual. Despite the family’s struggles, though, Martin  
and his two sisters never knew hunger. He and his siblings could 
always go to his grandparents who lived close by to get some-
thing to eat.

Martin’s childhood was by no means easy. His little sister 
was sexually abused by his mother’s boyfriend. His older sister  
became addicted to heroin. But in contrast to the American 
respondents, he can still easily recall happy childhood memories.  
Martin remembered going on vacation to the Baltic Sea. The 
German government subsidizes these kinds of trips for fami-
lies with children as a preventive or rehabilitative measure to 
address mental and chronic physical health problems of par-
ents and children.7 This trip was Martin’s favorite childhood 
memory. “We took a boat and when we went for walks, my 
mom pushed me and my sister around in a little cart. I played 
a lot with my big sister. She did not want play with cars so we 
played Barbie.”

When I asked him why he believed he ended up in prison, 
Martin replied without hesitation that he wanted adults to notice 
him. He committed crimes, such as breaking and entering or 
drug dealing, to get his mother’s attention. As a single mother, 
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she worked a lot and was focused on his two sisters. Martin was the 
middle child who seemed to function relatively well on his own 
and he felt overlooked. He believed that receiving more mone
tary support from the German government could have gone  
a long way for his family—maybe his mother would have had to 
work less and could have been more present. According to his 
case summary file, Martin is emotionally fragile. He has been 
addicted to drugs and he tried to commit suicide.

At eighteen years old, Jens was the youngest respondent I 
interviewed in Germany. Jens’s grandparents came from Croatia  
during the 1960s and both his parents were born in Germany. 
By the time Jens had turned five, he had started living with his 
grandmother and her second husband. As a little boy, he just 
wanted to be back with his mother, but she struggled with drug 
addiction and couldn’t take care of him.

Jens described his grandmother as a social climber. In her 
second marriage she had married “up.” Her second husband 
was ethnically German and, in Jens’s recollection, he was a 
wealthy man. Jens did not like staying with his grandmother and 
step-grandfather because they were imposing their “bourgeois” 
values on him. “I had to wear a turtleneck sweater and corduroy 
pants . . .,” he explained. His grandparents did not allow him to 
listen to hip-hop but forced him to put on classical music. Jens 
was resentful of his grandmother and what he perceived as her 
newly acquired “habitus.” He insisted that he was of a “different  
social background.” He couldn’t just sit at home and study. He 
wanted to spend time with his friends.

When his grandparents couldn’t manage him anymore, he 
was admitted to a psychiatric hospital. While he was not certain 
about his exact diagnosis, he remembered doctors telling him 
he had an attachment disorder and anger problems. After being 
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discharged, he was sent to a boarding school for children with 
developmental challenges. He did not last long there and moved 
from one foster home to another. Jens couldn’t remember exactly 
how many different places he was sent to, but he believed that he 
must have lived in about twenty different homes.

When I interviewed him, he had already spent a year in 
prison for theft and extortion. Having been institutionalized 
for most of his teenage years, he insisted that he did not per-
ceive Adelsheim as “punishment.” He was bored and wished he 
could do more sports—for example, weight lifting—like in the 
US boot camps he had heard about. Jens’s biggest worry was that 
he would start committing crimes again after his release: “If I 
begin vocational training,” he explained, “I’ll make eight hun-
dred euros a month; I’ll make the same amount of money in a 
few hours just driving around with my friends.”

Arslan faced the longest prison sentence of the German sam-
ple. When I met him during the summer of 2017 he had already 
been locked up for six years in various facilities. Arslan insisted, 
though, that he had a happy childhood. He felt loved and never 
lacked anything. Arslan did indeed have plenty of good memo
ries to share. He happily recalled car rides with his father 
through the snowy streets of Stuttgart. He and his father went 
sledding at the hilly park surrounding the picturesque Solitude 
castle. Afterward, they usually went out to eat, drink, and warm 
themselves up.

Arslan believed that he committed crimes because he wanted 
to have money to party and buy himself expensive clothes. He 
was twelve years old when his father died of lung cancer. After 
that, he spiraled out of control. According to his own assess-
ment, he did not respect or listen to anyone anymore. He men-
tioned, not without pride, that the police in Stuttgart knew him 
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well and that he was classified as a high-level juvenile offender. 
At the same time, his mother fell ill and had a heart attack. She 
was unable to work and the family had to move into govern-
ment housing. Based on their family size, the government had 
allocated only a one-bedroom apartment for Arslan’s mother 
and her two youngest sons. Since Arslan was incarcerated when 
the family had to move, there was no space reserved or him. 
Arslan felt the social decline intensely. He went from a well-off 
residential area to an undesirable part of Stuttgart with high-
rise apartments. Many of those apartments were occupied by 
families who had a migration background like Arslan’s family. 
While the neighborhood was clean, with several affordable gro-
cery stores within walking distance and plenty of green space, 
Arslan and his family knew the difference. In their old lives they 
were able to afford luxuries like Bosch kitchen utensils. In their 
new home, they had to content themselves with what the gov-
ernment deemed necessary.

Social Services in the United States  
and Germany

A welfare state, Gøsta Esping-Andersen argued, doesn’t just 
redistribute resource, it engineers a different system of strati-
fication (1990). The entanglement in the German welfare state 
came at cost: While their peers lived full and self-defined lives, 
the young men and their families operated within the confines 
of welfare governance. Their perceived needs—a bigger apart-
ment, for example—may not match the government allocation of 
square footage for a family, especially when, as in Arslan’s case, 
a family member stayed in the apartment intermittently. Even 
though their lives were comparatively stable, the respondents’  



Segregation and the Experience of Poverty  /  87

families hovered on the fringes of society. Understandably, the 
young men judged their own social position in relation to their 
middle-class peers. While their families struggled, the ethnic 
German majority around them thrived. Automobile compa-
nies like Daimler, Porsche, or Bosch pay high wages even to 
untrained workers.8 Before the COVID-19 recession, the boom-
ing economy had generated a record tax income for the gov-
ernment.9 The young men I met were not part of this economic 
boom, and from their perspective they did not benefit from  
living in affluent communities. As children they felt the diffe
rence between them and the others, mostly ethnic German 
families, even more intensely because they were a minority left 
behind by the increasing wealth around them.

The situation of the American young men was in many ways 
the exact opposite of the German group. In contrast to south-
ern Germany, Central Pennsylvania has been an economically 
depressed region for many years. Once prosperous towns like 
Allentown or Bethlehem never recovered from the closing of the 
steel mills (Gimple 1999). Currently, the area is being ravaged by 
the opioid epidemic. In 2018, the state government of Pennsylva-
nia reported that 4,422 people had died of a drug overdose that 
year.10 With a death rate of 36.1 per one hundred thousand, only 
three US states—Maryland, Delaware, and West Virginia—
have been hit harder.

As I have argued elsewhere (Soyer 2018), the US respondents 
and their caregivers did not have easy access to any nonpuni-
tive governmental social services. Any other assistance a family 
might be able to receive had to be cobbled together from tem-
porary government programs and nongovernmental welfare 
providers, such as food or clothing banks.11 Navigating a decen-
tralized web of organizations can be challenging, especially for 
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those who are struggling to find steady employment in the first 
place. The same obstacles—mental or physical health prob-
lems—that thwart people’s participation in the workforce likely 
also prevent them from maximizing welfare benefits. Living 
in segregated neighborhoods and surrounded by poverty, they 
experienced being poor physically as being hungry or homeless. 
They were never directly confronted with the comfortable life-
style afforded to upper-middle-class children (Shedd 2015).

The comparison of both groups emphasizes the relative 
experience of poverty and punishment. Symbolic interaction-
ists have taught us that we tend to judge our own social expe-
rience in relation to those we believe to be our peers (Mead 
1967; Hochschild 1989). A much less segregated society than the 
United States, southern Germany has retained a comparatively 
broad middle class, even as German society has become more 
unequal. The young men in Pennsylvania were surrounded 
by deep-rooted poverty. The kind of wealth and privilege the 
US upper middle class is able to accumulate was beyond their 
imagination (Reeves 2017; Khan 2011). The young men did not 
perceive their exclusion as an anomaly—because they were 
surrounded by poverty. The “opportunity hoarding” of the 
upper middle class and the legacy of housing discrimination all 
but assured that the young men may have lived in proximity  
to extreme wealth, while their immediate environment was 
steeped in severe disadvantage (Conley 2009).

The US respondents also narrativized their pathways into 
crime in terms of the deprivation they grew up in. Their social 
imagination developed in relation to the segregated neighbor-
hoods they called home. Being remarkably resilient, the young 
men did not accept their class position but strived for upward 
mobility within their community (Young 2004). Affiliating 
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themselves with drug dealers was an expression of agency. From 
a child’s perspective, those men were on top in a neighbor-
hood that offered very limited pathways to conventional success 
(Contreras 2013; Bourgois 1995; MacLeod 1987). The drug dealer’s 
conspicuous consumption was an antidote to the hunger pains, 
homelessness, and humiliation they experienced growing up.

The German young men had very different childhoods. 
They were surrounded by prosperity that explicitly excluded 
them. Armend exemplifies the most extreme case of poverty  
I encountered in southern Germany. In the context of US pub-
lic housing units I have visited, though, the family’s situation 
was hardly remarkable. However, in a German social context his 
family’s living conditions were disturbing. Their trailer stood 
out among the well-maintained, single-family homes prevalent 
in Armend’s hometown.

Blake and Armend grew up under roughly similar socio-
economic circumstances. Both their families relied on govern-
ment support to make ends meet. Looking at these two families 
comparatively demonstrates the relative experience of poverty. 
While Blake said that he was initially oblivious to his family’s 
level of disadvantage, Armend always knew that he was poor. 
That is family was an anomaly is admitted by the well-to-do 
residents of the picturesque village he lived in. He felt singled 
out and he was ashamed of his living quarters. In fact, he dis-
liked staying there so much that he seemed to prefer returning to 
prison when he violated the conditions of his parole. Subjective 
levels of discomfort and suffering are difficult to align with the 
objective disadvantage the young men encountered in both soci-
eties. Armend was ashamed of his upbringing and what it repre-
sented to his German neighbors. Blake felt better about himself 
but objectively his family had to struggle harder to get by.
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“It could be worse” is not exactly a ringing endorsement of 
Germany’s welfare system. It is important to note, though, that 
even the most disadvantaged families of the German group 
were able to preserve a modicum of dignity and stability for 
their children. The happy childhood memories the German 
respondents were able recall testify to how meaningful this kind 
of support had been.

At the same time, the welfare state solidified the young 
men’s outsider status. Arslan, for example, stopped going to the 
social welfare office that was supposed to help him find employ-
ment after he was released from prison. He could not effectively 
express what exactly kept him away, but he clearly stated that 
he did not want the government to have any more control over 
his life. Not engaging with government institutions and follow-
ing their rules also meant that he was not eligible for support 
and that his family was going to be less likely to be moved to 
bigger apartment.

Conclusion

In contrast to the benevolent exclusion the German sample 
lived through, the young men in Pennsylvania experienced bru-
tal marginalization justified by instrumental rational calcula-
tions of the market. Since their parents had failed to successfully 
find their place in a modern workforce, US society felt no obli-
gation to provide for their children. In fact, withholding support 
has shifted what Francoise Bonnet (2019) has referred to as the 
“upper limit.” Theoretically, incarceration—driven by the prin-
ciple of “less eligibility”—deters crime and incentivizes par-
ticipation in the labor force, by being less desirable than the life 
of the lowest paid worker (Rusche and Kirchheimer 2003). The  
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narratives of the young men in Pennsylvania show that this may 
not be the case anymore. Childhood poverty had created such 
an unpredictable environment that in some cases prison offered 
more stability, safety, and social support than life on the outside.

Most recently, Luisa Schneider (2021) has observed a simi-
lar tendency in Germany. In her ethnography of homeless indi-
viduals in the eastern German city of Leipzig, she noticed that 
the welfare state in Germany did not reach this population 
effectively. For the unsheltered men and women, prison offered 
reprieve from the streets. Being incarcerated was framed as a 
“vacation,” allowing the unhoused to get a regular meal and 
avoid freezing temperatures during the winter months (4). 
Schneider’s work, more than anything, demonstrates the differ-
ences between both countries. In Germany, the welfare state 
fails to catch a population that, owing to mental illness or drug 
addiction, cannot overcome the bureaucratic hurdles to receive 
support. The men and women who live on the streets of Leipzig 
exist outside the economic incentive structure. From the rather 
callous perspective of “less eligibility,” it is not surprising that 
their life on the streets is worse than being incarcerated. There 
is no need to incentivize them to do work since they have 
“opted out.”

In the United States, a very different population faced the 
“less eligibility” dilemma. The young men and their families 
did not represent the lowest socioeconomic stratum. Unlike 
the homeless Schneider observed, their mothers worked at 
least intermittently. As they moved in with relatives or lived 
in shelters, families still operated within the regular economy. 
By and large, the young men’s families were part of the work-
ing poor that could not make ends meet, even if their mothers 
and grandmothers worked multiple jobs (Ehrenreich 2001). The 



92  /  Segregation and the Experience of Poverty

homeless in Leipzig may have desired a “vacation” in prison; in  
Pennsylvania children were forced to realize that prison had 
more to offer than their neighborhood.12 As I will show in the 
following chapter, the cultural dynamics visible in the narra-
tives about their marginalization on the outside also define how 
the young experienced punishment inside prison.
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Ch a p t e r Fou r

Retribution and Domination
Living through Punishment in Germany  

and the United States

The juvenile prison in Adelsheim sits at the edge of a pictur-
esque southern German town. Dating back to 779, two small cas-
tles are a reminder that Adelsheim was once a chiefdom—home 
to knights whose descendants still bear the town’s last name. 
The Adelsheim prison is the only remaining juvenile prison in 
Baden-Württemberg. The second such institution was closed 
down in in 2015 and is now being used as a holding prison for  
refugees and other immigrants prior to their deportation.1

Visitors who enter the JVA Adelsheim do not have to pass 
through metal detectors or undergo pat downs. The young men 
are housed in individual cells. A transitionary unit, located on 
the outskirts of the complex, has the feel of student housing with 
a shared kitchen and dorm rooms. The daily routine usually 
leaves very little time for the kind of unstructured lingering 
I have observed in US prisons. Overlooking the calm scene of 
young men playing soccer, walking to school or work, it becomes 
evident why American observers consider Germany a model for 
humane punishment and successful rehabilitation (Turner and 

Retribution and Domination
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Travis 2015).2 After visiting German prisons, researchers from 
the Vera Institute of Justice shared a video of German penal 
practices. The caption states: “This is what a prison system looks 
like when it is centered around treating people humanely.”3

While these differences in incarceration rates are stark (see 
chapter 1), they are only one aspect of the complex punish-
ment projects that are executed in both countries. Relying on 
Durkheim’s (1964) understanding of the law as a representation 
of “collective conscience” (194, 80–81), this chapter challenges 
the one-dimensional representation of Germany as a safe haven 
for rehabilitation in comparison to the American justice system.

Synthesizing historical-cultural analysis with observations, 
as well as the respondents’ narratives, I argue that both systems  
follow a different cultural logic of punishment. The criminal  
justice system in Germany focuses on establishing cultural 
hegemony over a population considered to be at odds with core  
German values of obedience, subordination, and a Christian 
belief system (Adorno 1950). The programs administered in 
prison seamlessly connect to social services on the outside and 
prepare the young men for a life in the lower socioeconomic 
strata of German society.

In the United States, an individual criminal act is treated as 
an inexcusable failure to use the wide-ranging economic and 
cultural freedom that defines the country. Restricting indivi
dual freedom for a long period of time may be considered a  
visceral response of a state, whose capitalist machine has to 
draw on specific kinds of individualistic rule breaking and inno-
vation to secure continuous growth (Merton 1938; Messner and  
Rosenfeld 2007).

This chapter reveals how punitive practices are connected 
to the dominant social and political project of a given society. 
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Germany’s more lenient punitive system ironically grew out 
of a punitive logic that relied on the complete dehumaniza-
tion of the other. Today’s prisons have retained dehumanizing 
assumptions about their prisoners even as sentence length and 
social services adhere to a comparatively more humane rehabi
litative ideal.

The Country Where the Cannons Bloom

I usually begin my undergraduate course on the sociology of 
punishment by showing a German documentary about prison 
life. The film markets itself as a perspective on the dangers of 
being a correctional officer at one of Germany’s most notori-
ous high-security prisons—colloquially referred to as Santa 
Fu ( JVA Fuhlsbüttel) in Hamburg.4 The documentary shows a 
female correctional officer politely knocking on cell doors while 
wishing inmates a good morning. Some of the incarcerated men 
are trained to become cooks and are wielding knives in the 
kitchen. Their supervisor emphatically states that he trusts his 
trainees, even if they have committed a violent offense. Finally, 
during a routine inspection, the interior of a cell comes into 
view. It looks like a dorm, equipped with light-brown, wooden 
furniture, a desk, drawers, a bed, and a sink. The camera shows 
personal kitchen utensils sitting on shelves: a mixer and a juice 
press, items that are prohibited in American prisons. While the 
officers talk about how easily simple objects can be fashioned 
into weapons, they systematically inspect the belongings and 
are careful to leave the cell as they have found it.

New York students, used to living in shoe-box sized apart-
ments, are usually amazed by the comfortable set up. Some 
wonder whether Germany goes too far in accommodating  
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violent offenders. What I do not tell them is that Santa Fu was 
a concentration camp during the Third Reich. Mostly holding  
political prisoners, it used to be one of the “most notorious  
terror institutions in National-Socialist Germany.”5

As a twenty-one-year old intern of a local Hamburg news-
paper, I witnessed the long shadow of this terror firsthand. I 
wrote my first long-form piece about an organization providing 
care for elderly victims of the National Socialist dictatorship. 
Tagging along with one of the nurses, I met Karl who had been 
incarcerated at the concentration camp Santa Fu as a member 
of the German Communist Party. I tried to ask him about his 
time there but he did not want to engage with me. His nurse 
explained to me that he is haunted by his memories. Karl lived 
in a small room and he was barely able to move without help. He 
felt trapped; being immobilized brought back traumatic mem-
ories. His nurse sometimes stayed for hours when he noticed 
that his patient was particularly distraught. Karl’s speech was 
slurred but right before I left, he turned to us and asked, “I am 
not at Santa Fu, am I?”6 In the twenty years since I met Karl, this  
generation of survivors has vanished. As the Nazi dictatorship  
has become a distant historical event, the narrative of Germany  
as a beacon of rehabilitation and humane punishment has been 
able to flourish.

The spatial continuity between the former concentration 
camp and current maximum-security prison in Hamburg is 
only one of the more obvious indictors that Germany did not 
radically break with its past. After the Nuremberg trials, the 
Cold War loomed and the allied forces approached denazifica-
tion much more pragmatically. The principle of legal certainty 
became part of the German constitution. A basic doctrine of a 
modern democracy, it was supposed to prevent another dictator 
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from hollowing out the country’s legal foundation. At the same 
time, the notion that what had been considered legal at one point 
cannot be punished as illegal behavior retroactively protected 
Nazi perpetrators—who for the most part had acted within the 
legal parameters of the Third Reich—from being held respon-
sible for their crimes. In 1950, the German government rein-
stated civil servants with connections to the Nazi regime that 
had been relieved of their duties in 1945. Among many other 
occupations (career soldiers, mid-level bureaucrats), judges who 
had sanctioned Nazi law found themselves again in powerful  
positions—tasked with rebuilding the judiciary of the newly 
established Federal Republic of Germany (Eichmüller 2012).7

Probably even more consequential in terms of cultural conti-
nuity were the many “ordinary men” (Browning 1992), low level 
SS or Gestapo henchmen, and former Wehrmacht soldiers, who 
inevitably made up a significant part of postwar German soci-
ety. As the German army struggled to control the vast territory 
in Eastern Europe it occupied initially, Wehrmacht soldiers, 
alongside the SS and former police, were tasked with preventing 
“partisan” activity. A significant number became complicit in 
crimes against humanity (Hartmann 2004). Many of those who 
survived the disastrous invasion of the Soviet Union returned 
home as broken men. The last thing they wanted was to be held 
accountable for what they had seen and done.8

My grandparents, like many others of this generation, 
chose instead to focus on rebuilding and remembering the 
good times—for example, the camaraderie, the way Hitler put  
German men to work building infrastructure, most notably, the 
highways. And of course nobody knew about what happened 
to the Jews. “We thought they were put to work,” my grand-
mother once told me. This avoidance of accountability on the 
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familial level persisted despite—or maybe because—the polit-
ical leadership consistently professed Germany’s guilt on the 
world stage (Welzer 2002). While the government took over  
collective responsibility for the Holocaust, the average German 
was allowed to turn inward and focus on the good things that 
defined their country before 1933—for example, virtues such 
as precision and hard work. Other examples of this included  
German contributions to classic culture, as well as current 
events—notably, Germany winning the soccer World Cup in  
1954 (Schiller 2015).

As the legacy of the atrocities committed during the Third 
Reich receded further into the background, right-wing politi-
cal opinions that used to be uttered behind closed doors became 
socially acceptable again (Walter 2003). The influx of refugees 
during the mid-2010s has given rise to an anti-immigrant rhet-
oric resonating beyond right-wing fringe groups. The so-called 
Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), a party explicitly running on a  
law-and-order, anti-immigrant platform has been elected by  
a large margin to the state parliament of Baden-Württemberg.

In practice, vilifying immigrants is out of alignment with 
the reality of the German criminal justice system and steadily 
declining crime rates (Höynck and Ernst 2014). At the same 
time, the German criminal justice system is also not as lenient 
as it seems. Courts can impose indeterminate prison time 
should someone be deemed too dangerous to be released. From 
a legal standpoint, this so-called Sicherungsverwahrung (preven-
tive detention; see also chapter 1) is not considered a prison sen-
tence anymore and is tied to regular psychological evaluations 
(Laubenthal 2007). Nevertheless, the affected individuals con-
tinue to be housed at a prison facility without a clear under-
standing of when and even if a release is possible.9 In 2008, this 
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provision was extended to include persons under the age of 
twenty-one. It can even be applied post hoc to those sentenced 
before the law was changed.

The young men I interviewed in Germany grew up in a social 
climate that became less tolerant of crime and more openly hos-
tile against those who are not ethnically German. Living in a 
society that rewards conformity and nurtures suspicion toward 
immigrants unavoidably impacted how the respondents saw 
themselves and the kind of future they were able to imagine.

Punishment in Southern Germany

The concept of Germany as a culturally and ethnically homo
genous country is visible in the daily practices of the prison in 
Adelsheim. Forty percent of the inmates identify as Muslim. But 
when I visited the institution for the first time in 2016, the only 
clerical support available was a priest. During the past years,  
a part-time imam has been brought on. Prisons in Baden- 
Württemberg do not offer halal food for Muslim inmates; instead, 
inmates have the option to eat regular food without pork. Until 
a few years ago, this kind of food was officially referred to as 
Moslemkost (muslim food), a term inadvertently evoking Nazi 
terminology like Judenstern (Star of David) or Judenrat ( Jewish 
Council) (Bartsch et al. 2017).

Children considered ethnically German are in the minority. 
In 2019, 68 percent of those incarcerated in Adelsheim had a 
“migration background” (Stelly and Thomas 2021), while only 
about 18 percent of the male population under twenty-five fall 
into this category in Baden-Württemberg’s general population.10

Even though the families of the young men at Adelsheim 
come from many different countries, letters originating in  
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Germany have to be written in German to be delivered to their 
recipients.11 There is no demographic data available about the 
officers or counselors working there. However, during the three 
summers I conducted interviews, the staff I met were over-
whelmingly ethnically German. As far as I was able to discern, 
German was also the language of conversation in all areas of 
the prison (i.e., work, school, therapy). In its ethnocentric focus, 
the prison reflected the young men’s experience on the outside. 
Despite increasing immigration, Germany remains a homoge-
nous society. Whether they were in prison or out in the commu-
nity, those who had a “migration background” were reminded 
regularly that their cultural heritage was of little value to  
German society.12

Marko, whose family is Roma, experienced his incarcera-
tion as a complete deconstruction of his personality. Marko 
recalled how one of his therapists challenged his beliefs and 
nullified everything he thought he knew. In retrospect, Marko 
believed that his therapists’ approach enabled him to change in 
a positive way. He insisted that his self-presentation as a “thug” 
explained why people may have been prejudiced against him. 
From his perspective, his “habitus,” not other people’s racism,  
was to blame when nobody wanted to hire him before he was 
incarcerated.

For a majority of the young men their families’ welfare 
dependency amplified their outsider status in the commu-
nity. Aside from receiving financial and material goods, they 
also participated in a significant number of therapeutic inter-
ventions administered by the German Youth Welfare Office 
( Jugendamt).13 Most respondents recalled regular contact with 
social workers, who visited their families in an attempt to miti
gate conflicts between them and their parents. Marcel, one of 
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the few respondents who was ethnically German, for example,  
had been extensively involved in the German welfare system. 
His parents divorced when he was a young child and he had 
very little contact with his father while he was growing up. 
Marcel and his brother were around eight and nine years old, 
respectively, when they had to live with a foster family for a 
month while their mother was hospitalized.14 His mother con-
tinued to struggle with alcoholism. She was overwhelmed with 
her day-to-day responsibilities and the family remained in an 
assisted living facility. When Marcel and his brother moved 
out into their own apartment, the welfare system continued to 
cover their rent and paid the allotted monthly allowance for 
their living expenses.

According to Marcel, the welfare system stopped payments 
because he refused to accept transitionary employment that had 
been arranged for him. Marcel said that he lacked the creden-
tials to learn a trade or find another lucrative job he would enjoy. 
Committing crimes therefore seemed the faster and easier  
route to get money. In his case file Marcel was described as 
unwilling to work. A social worker observed that his social envi-
ronment did not encourage a productive life-style. Marcel, his 
mother, and his brother seemed to spend their days watching 
TV together, and Marcel could not be motivated to participate 
in the workforce.

When I asked him what he planned to do after his release, he 
was uncertain as well. He had decided to max out his sentence. 
For the first time in his young adult life, he was not going to be 
under the supervision of a social worker telling him what to do. 
Marcel was looking forward to not having any government offi-
cials meddling with his life. He planned to stay with a friend for 
a few weeks and hoped to find work at a company that cleans 
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office buildings. Marcel’s family represents a more extreme 
case of welfare dependency, but a majority of the young men’s 
families relied on the social welfare system to cover rent and  
living expenses.

In prison the young men encountered a more regimented 
version of the German welfare state (see also chapter 1). 
Adelsheim offers eighteen apprenticeship programs, such as 
metal worker, electrician, baker, butcher, and gardener, as well 
as painter and carpenter.15 Young men who had finished at least 
nine years of schooling and passed final examinations were eli-
gible to enroll in job training. In 2014, 68 percent of the young 
people held at Adelsheim participated in these job training  
programs. Approximately a third of the remaining 32 percent 
were enrolled in educational support programs to help them 
finish the schooling required to become an apprentice (Stelly 
and Thomas 2017).

In addition to educational programming some young men 
were allowed to leave prison to participate in recreational activ-
ities such as group bike rides or grocery shopping.16 Once their 
release date approached, time on the outside became more sus-
tained. To ensure a smooth reentry they were supposed to stay 
with their families for several days once they had reached the 
final stretch of their prison time. Since the boundaries between 
the community and juvenile prison were permeable, the German  
respondents did not experience the same level of restrictive phy
sical captivity the American respondents recalled. To their own  
astonishment, some even felt positively connected to their place 
of confinement.

Arslan, the only respondent who had spent five years there, for 
example, remembered that he felt at home in his cell. Although 
he preferred to be with his family, his cell offered a sense of  
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privacy and safety that he enjoyed after visiting his family. 
Arslan believed that the unit he was assigned to had made it 
possible for him to settle in. The part of the prison he lived in 
had a particular focus on psychosocial development. Arslan 
knew that there was always some psychologist or social worker 
there he could turn to when he felt down. “It is a real commu-
nity here,” he explained.

In contrast to Arslan, Tyrone resented the therapist he had to 
speak to. On the other hand, he embraced the structured envi-
ronment Adelsheim offered. Before his prison stay, he lived in 
an abandoned house that he shared with other children who 
lived on the street. He found it difficult to motivate himself to 
work. As he explained, in prison he could see a clear connec-
tion between working, making money, and being able to afford 
items—mostly food—he desired from the commissary. Having 
an incentive to work helped him to commit to his daily tasks, 
and he developed a routine he had not been able to establish on 
the outside.

It is important to remember that framing incarceration posi
tively is a form of meaning-making—a coping mechanism 
that allows young men to get through the fundamentally trau-
matic event of being removed from their family and friends 
(Soyer 2016). At the same time, none of the German respondents 
reported the kind of physical segregation and emotional depri-
vation American respondents recalled when I interviewed them. 
Given the fluid boundaries between the community and prison 
life, the German respondents did not experience their incar-
ceration as “social death” (Patterson 1982). They lived, rather, 
through a more extreme version of the bureaucratic manage-
ment they had been exposed to already because of their fami-
lies’ dependency on government support.
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The New Jim Crow and the Spirit of Capitalism

The life trajectories of the American respondents have in many 
ways been impacted by social forces diametrically opposed to the 
experience of the German group. The young men in Germany  
grew up poor but the welfare system met their basic needs. 
Their prison term rarely extended over years and nobody in 
the German group experienced involuntary homelessness. The 
young men I encountered at SCI Pine Grove represented a lost 
generation—old enough to get caught up in mass incarceration 
and young enough for their childhood to be deeply affected by 
Bill Clinton’s welfare reform (Soyer 2018). Born in the mid to late 
1990s, they belong to a generation that was not supposed to face 
any more discriminatory legal barriers. The civil rights move-
ment had achieved significant legal victories during the 1950s 
and 1960s; middle-class professions also became more accessi-
ble for African Americans during that period (Wilson 1990). The 
families of the young men I met did not experience this kind 
of upward mobility. On the contrary, their families’ lives were 
upended when factory jobs disappeared and mass incarceration 
became one of the defining experiences in segregated, inner-city  
communities (Garland 2001; Western 2006).

Over the last decade, academic and public discourse has 
increasingly described the US criminal justice system as a  
natural extension of the many ways the United States has  
dehumanized their nonwhite population for centuries. Michelle 
Alexander’s bestselling book The New Jim Crow, as well as the 
countless publications that followed it, reveal how systemic  
racism has shaped law enforcement, courts, and policy-making  
(Lopez-Aguado 2018; Van Cleve 2016; Goffman 2014; Rios 2011). 
Alexander presents mass incarceration of Black bodies as the 
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newest iteration of organized, violent oppression that Black 
communities have been subjected to since the first slaves arrived 
on American soil in 1619. Mass incarceration is “The New Jim 
Crow”: Black men are systematically removed from the public  
sphere and political realm as they are spending decades in prison  
for minor drug-related offenses.

Understanding the US criminal justice system through the 
lens of racialized violence has been a necessary corrective. How-
ever, by focusing on race as the defining variable of criminal  
justice involvement, another equally significant element of the 
US criminal justice system has been sidelined. American pris-
ons do not only disproportionally incarcerate Black and Brown 
bodies; most of all they remove poor Black and Brown bodies 
from their communities (Muller and Roehrkasse 2022).

Empirical data confirm that criminal justice involvement 
often co-occurs with poverty-related social problems such as 
untreated mental illness, drug addiction, low levels of edu-
cation, and unemployment. According to a Bureau of Justice  
Statistics (BJS) report, 41 percent of inmates in state prison have 
not completed high school (Harlow 2003). While being incar-
cerated decreases the probability of employment after release, a 
majority of incarcerated people have never been well-integrated 
in the labor market (Slavinski and Spencer-Suarez 2021; Western  
2018). Fifty-six percent of incarcerated persons in the United 
States reported no annual earnings prior to being in prison. 
Another 30 percent indicated earnings between five hundred 
and fifteen thousand dollars (Looney and Turner 2018). Stud-
ies also confirm that serious mental illnesses like schizophrenia 
or bipolar disorder are significantly more prevalent in prisons 
than in the community (Bronson and Berzofsky 2017; Prins 2014;  
Teplin et al. 2005).
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In a sad and ironic twist of history, the deinstitutionalization 
of mental health care and the dismantling of welfare state have 
left today’s prisons as the only centralized government institu-
tions reliably providing shelter and food for significant numbers 
of Americans in mental and economic distress. Loic Wacquant 
describes the concurrent rise of mass incarceration and the 
precipitous decline of the welfare state as an interrelated pro-
cess: “Welfare revamped as workfare and prison stripped of its 
rehabilitative pretension,” he writes in Punishing the Poor, “work 
jointly to invisibilize problem populations—by forcing them off 
the public aid rolls, on the one side, and holding them under 
lock, on the other . . .” (2009, 288).

Today’s prisons are filled with what Karl Marx once called 
the Lumpenproletariat: Men and women who are born into pov-
erty and never have a chance to move beyond it. A significant 
number of these people struggle with mental illness and drug 
addiction. Many know what hunger feels like and what it means 
to be homeless. After their release, a majority of them lack the 
social, cultural, or economic capital to survive independently 
in a hypercapitalist society (Butterfield 2018; Soyer 2018; Sufrin 
2017; Wacquant 2009).

Punishment in Pennsylvania

For the young men I interviewed in the United States incarce
ration at SCI Pine Grove represented a radical break in their 
life course. Being sentenced as adults meant that some respon-
dents had decades in prison ahead of them. Issac, who was serv-
ing twenty to forty years for murder in the third degree, tried to 
take a pragmatic approach: “I just want to get it over with, I ain’t 
trying to sit here and think about it and keep thinking about it 
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and drive myself crazy about it. I’m ready to start it and get it 
over with,” he explained. Being locked away for years severed 
social ties to the outside world. Dylan, who was at the beginning 
of his decades-long sentence, did not have any regular contact 
to his family or friends anymore. He speculated that it was not 
worth it for them to stay in touch with someone whose earli-
est release date was twenty-five years from now. Dylan remem-
bered that he did a lot for others when he was on the outside. He 
was not surprised, though, that nobody had tried to stay in touch 
with him. As Dylan put it, “Everybody forget what you did no 
matter what it was once you locked up.”

For those who had to adjust to many years ahead in the  
Pennsylvania Department of Corrections the few rehabilitative 
measures Pine Grove offered were a farce. Robert, who was at 
the beginning of a fifteen-to-thirty-year sentence for the sale or 
transfer of stolen firearms, felt that planning for the future was 
futile. Before his arrest he been interested in working with cars, 
but thinking about any concrete future employment was point-
less: “The world is going to be changed so much. I’m not going 
to know what’s going on. . . . If I try to get back into auto tech I’m 
going to be so far behind.”

Pennsylvania prisons usually offer vocational training in 
HVAC, carpentry, and custodial maintenance. However, the 
young men participating in the Young Adult Offender program 
were not eligible to enroll in these programs since they are reserved 
for the general adult prison population. The Pennsylvania  
group received some educational support, such as GED classes, 
but they did not participate in any job training that could lead 
directly to employment after their release.

Being incarcerated at SCI Pine Grove had a significant psy-
chological impact on the US respondents. Elijah, who had grown 
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up in the Bronx but was arrested in Pennsylvania for drug  
trafficking, believed that you had to be “mentally prepared” 
to live in a prison environment. Even though he spent time at 
New York City’s infamous Rikers Island, being in state prison 
remained psychologically taxing. It was not always possible for 
him to do the cognitive work to remain calm. “Like once in two, 
three months or so, I get that day I wake up, and the only thing 
that’s on my mind is just home,” he explained.

Samuel, who had received a two-to-four-year sentence, 
resorted to sarcasm to mitigate the feeling that he was at the 
mercy of correctional personnel. He believed that the COs  
considered him to be a difficult inmate because he smiled a lot. 
He believed that his smiles indicated to the COs that they were 
not able to intimidate him. According to Samuel, “they [the COs] 
do things they think is gonna hurt us. . . . Like to break us down 
psychologically. And it doesn’t bother me. I know at the end  
of the day who I am, what I do.” Remaining detached gave him a 
feeling of power over a situation in which the cards were stacked 
against him.

Sending someone to solitary confinement was the ultimate 
punitive tool to control the young men at SCI Pine Grove.  
Several respondents reported having been in and out of solitary 
confinement for months on end. Being sent to the “the hole,” as 
the young men referred to it, meant to be locked up alone for 
twenty-three hours of the day. Jaxon remembered being sent to 
solitary confinement several times over the course of his time 
at Pine Grove. He recalled that his last stint in “the hole” had a 
deterrent effect on him. He believed that being by himself and 
having a great deal of time to consider his actions altered his 
thinking process. He credits his time in solitary confinement for 
his understanding that his actions have consequences.
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Like Jaxon, a majority of the respondents tried find mean-
ing in the many years they had to spend on the inside. Tyrell, 
for example, appreciate that he was able to learn how to read at 
Pine Grove. At the same time, he believed that he would not be 
able to handle coming back to prison again. As he put it, “I’m 
not gonna say I’m gonna go out in a blaze of glory if I ever come 
back. I’m just not gonna put myself in the position to come back 
again cause like here, they control every aspect of your life.”

In contrast to the German respondents, the young men at 
Pine Grove contextualized the physical and psychological  
burden of incarceration punishment in relation to the traumatic 
experiences they had lived through before their arrest. The 
young men I met in Pennsylvania grew up in abject poverty 
and had to live through physical and psychological abuse (Soyer 
2018). The pain they had endured on the outside inadvertently 
relativized their perspective on being incarcerated. Austin, for 
example, who was serving a one-to-five-year sentence, insisted 
that being in prison had been good for him. He believed that he 
was able to learn more about himself and to assess what brought 
him to prison in the first place.

Irrespective of how the young men framed being incarce
rated, their punishment was not the subtle kind of leveling the 
German group experienced. The young men in Pine Grove were 
physically segregated from the outside world. Some had not seen 
their parents for years and others had lost social ties to their  
family and friends entirely. At Adelsheim the young men were 
prepared to accept their existence as second-tier citizens. Teena
gers in Pine Grove were removed from the public sphere entirely. 
Their punishment symbolized retribution for violent crimes 
they had committed. The reality of their confinement there-
fore manifested as physical restraint and segregation that were  
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supposed to inflict a level of pain that would deter them from 
future violence. In the process the young men lost valuable 
social ties, and most importantly, they remained utterly unpre-
pared for coping with the disadvantage and poverty that would 
await them again after their release.

Conclusion

The respondents’ narratives revealed the cultural mechanisms 
underlying the punitive projects in both countries. In south-
ern Germany, punishment targeted the young men’s “deviant  
behavior” in relation to norms and values of the middle class. 
Their outsider status manifested most visibly in their “migration  
background” and their unwillingness to submit to the bureau-
cratic domination of the welfare state (Weber 1978). Contextu-
alizing the respondents’ experiences culturally and historically  
relativizes Germany’s progressive image. The pervasive ideology  
of German superiority not only predates Hitler’s rise to power; 
it has also never been reckoned with effectively in postwar  
German society (Karlauf 2019; Eichmüller 2012; Welzer 2002). 
Historicizing the Nazi regime, on the other hand, has opened 
doors for a more aggressive anti-immigrant rhetoric. After  
initial successes at the state level, the AfD has expanded its poli
tical reach significantly. Having been elected to the parliament 
for the second time in 2021 with 10.3 percent of the votes, the 
party has become a force to be reckoned with in German politics.  
In 2018, Alexander Gauland, one of the party’s national leaders,  
did not hold back his assessment of Germany’s historical 
achievements. To the applause of his supporters, he declared: 
“Hitler and the Nazis are just a speck of bird poop in more than 
1,000 years of successful German history.”17
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In parallel with these larger social processes, incarcera-
tion entrenched the young men’s position at the margins of  
German society. Children who have a “migration background” 
were vastly overrepresented in the juvenile justice system of 
Baden-Württemberg. The state government also makes very  
little effort to accommodate their cultural or religious heritage.  
On the contrary, the bureaucratic structures of the juvenile  
justice system project the ideal of Germany as a culturally and 
ethnically homogenous country.18 Not unlike the child savers at 
the beginning of the twentieth century in the United States, the 
juvenile justice system in southern Germany attempts to recon-
cile the young men to the social position that had been assigned 
to them (Platt 1977). In this sense, the juvenile justice system 
does not offer opportunities for a successful reentry, but pro-
vides incentives for the young men to accept their existence at 
the fringes of society.

Comparing the benevolent exclusion of Baden-Württemberg’s  
juvenile justice system with the visceral retribution in Penn-
sylvania exposes the punitive logic of both countries: German  
respondents were punished for deviating from the cultural expec
tation of the homogenous German middle-class. The American  
group was punished for their families’ failure to “pull themsel
ves up by their bootstraps.” The young men’s punishment 
reflects the United States’ unflinching commitment to capital-
ism. The United States relies on its population to secure limit
less economic growth by taking risks and pushing physical as 
well as cognitive boundaries (Merton 1938; Prasad 2012). The 
young men’s destructive attempts at self-preservation have no 
room in this kind of national myth-making. Removing them 
permanently from the public sphere may therefore be the logi-
cal next step.
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While this comparison crystallizes the brutality of incarcer-
ating teenagers in the adult criminal justice system, it also shows 
that the southern German approach does not eliminate inequal-
ity. Neither does it address deeply rooted racist assumptions of 
cultural superiority. The German juvenile justice system may 
in fact be a cautionary tale for those seeking to end mass incar-
ceration in the United States. Focusing on rehabilitation without  
addressing the underlying principles of marginalization will 
likely not yield the kind of fundamental change that is desired.



113

Ch a p t e r F i v e

“I wanna be somebody”
Education and Upward Mobility in Germany 

and the United States

In the fall of 2020, during the second wave of COVID-19,  
I relocated with my family to the small village in southern  
Germany I grew up in. My younger daughter was enrolled  
in first grade and her sister entered fourth grade—the year in 
which teachers have to make decisions about the kind of aca-
demic tracts students will be attending from fifth grade on. 
In comparison to the United States, southern German schools 
decide early on who will be going to a vocational school and 
who will finish twelve years of schooling with the goal of going  
to university.1

Having both my children go the same school I had attended 
thirty-four years ago was a surreal experience. A lot has changed 
since my own first day of school, but many fundamental aspects 
of schooling have also remained the same. The local elemen-
tary school has stayed rather homogenous. In both my children’s 
grades there were only a handful of students from immigrant 
families. Similar to the way things were in my own childhood,  
parents worked for the automobile industry. The Porsche  

Education and Upward Mobility
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development center and factory are located two towns over.  
Bosch and Mercedes are headquartered within a forty-five-minute  
drive. With an average of 68,000 euros in savings per person, the 
area continues to be one of the wealthiest parts of an already 
wealthy state (Münzenmeier 2020, 32).

A small village in southern Germany may not indicate accu-
rately how Germany has transformed over the past forty years. 
On the other hand, studies conducted at the national level con-
firm my local impression of stagnation: The educational system 
in Germany still fails to uplift children who are not ethnically 
German and who come from lower-class backgrounds. Children 
who have a migration background continue to be more likely 
to be selected into the vocational tract (Baumert, Maaz, and 
Trautwein 2010). The young men I interviewed at Adelsheim 
had mostly been attending the lowest level of the classic voca-
tional schools—that of the so-called Hauptschule. While these 
schools used to offer viable pathways to employment, they are 
now reserved for a small minority of children who face an array 
of academic and social challenges (Bold 2020).2 Similar to the 
American respondents I interviewed, the German participants 
I engaged with attended substandard schools. They were rele-
gated to educational institutions serving primarily children who 
are not ethnically German and who come from lower socio
economic backgrounds.

Focusing on the range of educational achievement in both 
samples, this chapter reveals the different ways educational 
institutions affirmed the respondents’ outsider status. The young 
men’s narratives also illustrate how education in and outside of 
prison reproduced stratification according to race and class in 
Germany and the United States.
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The Leftovers

In Germany young people can be tried as juveniles until they 
are twenty-one years old. As a result, many of the young men 
held at the juvenile prison in Adelsheim are eighteen and older. 
Being, on average, at the cusp of their twenties at the begin-
ning of their sentence, many have had a long history of failing 
in school.3 In 2020, 38 percent of those incarcerated at Adelsheim 
had finished school with the so-called Hauptschulabschluss. This 
degree has become so marginalized that is not even issued  
anymore outside special education settings. A majority, about  
55 percent, had not even been able to achieve this remedial level 
of education (Stelly and Thomas 2021).

Among his low-achieving peers in prison, Eren was an excep-
tion. The twenty-one-year-old had been at Adelsheim for just 
over ten months when I interviewed him for the first time during 
the summer of 2017. On the outside, Eren had been on track to 
become the first member of his family to enter the Gymnasium. 
Eren’s grandfather had immigrated to Germany from eastern 
Turkey to work. Eren’s father followed him when he was old 
enough to find more lucrative employment as well. He returned 
to Turkey to get married and the family relocated to southern 
Germany permanently afterward. Like the majority of children 
who have a migration background, Eren was originally sent to 
vocational school. Defying the odds, he did comparatively well 
there. One of his teachers noticed Eren’s academic ability and 
encouraged him to aim for continuing his education past the 
obligatory ten years of schooling.

The encouragement absurdly symbolized how children like 
Eren tend to be stigmatized in the German educational system. 
According to Eren, his teacher told him, “You need to work hard, 
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or you just gonna be another one of these ‘shitty Kanaken.’” 
The term “Kanake” refers to people of Arab or Turkish origin. 
Calling someone a “Kanake” implies that this person is lacking  
sophistication and intelligence. Unless it is used self-referentially,  
the term is an insult.

Eren did not care much about being labeled and was simply 
grateful that his teacher believed in him. He was very motivated 
initially, but his commitment faltered in part because his family 
was unsupportive of his educational goals. Eren’s father strug-
gled with a gambling addiction and spent the family’s money 
on slot machines. His mother was helpless in the face of her  
husband’s self-destructive habit. Eren remembered that his father 
was withdrawn. Gambling encompassed his whole existence, and 
even when he was home, he barely noticed his son. Unsupervised 
and trying to get away from his family’s dysfunction, Eren was 
drawn to the streets. His attempt to become the first person in 
his family to graduate high school came to an end when he was 
arrested on his second day of school for armed robbery.

In prison Eren’s options for furthering his education were 
very limited. When I interviewed him, he was in the process of 
finishing vocational training as a metal worker. While this type 
of education could offer a path to a middle-class life, he still had 
a long way to go. Two years of training and schooling in prison 
would have to be followed by eighteen months of education and 
job training on the outside. Only then would he be allowed to 
call himself a certified metal worker. In the meantime, Eren 
had disengaged from the idea of ever enrolling at a university. 
While he likely could have achieved much more under different  
circumstances, he made good use of his time in prison. As one 
of the few young men that had finished ten years of schooling 
successfully, he was able to begin vocational training during his 
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incarceration. As an apprentice he made progress toward a tan-
gible trade that could lead to well-paying employment on the 
outside. The approximately 55 percent of the incarcerated per-
sons were at Adelsheim without any educational credentials 
had to take remedial classes before they could even think about 
starting an apprenticeship.

Armend was one of those young men who were not ready 
to meet the fairly high standards for enrolling in vocational 
training. At nineteen years old, he had finished the minimum 
level of nine years of schooling in prison. Armend spent the  
remainder of his sentence working in the storage facility of  
the prison—packing and labeling items. Having been diag-
nosed with ADHD, and struggling in school all his life, he was 
proud to have received a degree. He was aware of his limitations 
and did not aspire to be trained as an apprentice. Instead, the  
nineteen-year-old envisioned working as an untrained laborer 
in a storage facility on the outside as well. His greatest ambition 
was to become a forklift driver.

The reality he encountered on the outside undercut even his 
modest expectations. Against the advice of his probation offi-
cer, Armend went back to live with his family in a small, pic-
turesque village in a tourist area known as the Swabian Alps. In 
contrast to the rest of the village, the government housing the 
family lived in was extremely run down and filthy. The family  
shared the shed-like dwelling with other welfare recipients. One 
of them openly displayed neo-Nazi tattoos, which intimidated 
Armend’s family. His parents had come to Germany during 
the war in Kosovo at the end of the 1990s. His mother barely 
spoke German, and the whole family was marked as being  
“foreigners” (Ausländer) in the very homogenous, small town they  
lived in.
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Armend was stuck at home for most of the day. The social 
workers in prison had been unable to set him up with a job 
before he left prison. The degree he had been so proud of was 
not good enough to secure full-time employment. He had only 
been able to get an internship at a nursing home, where he did 
not enjoy working at all. After showing up drunk one morning 
he never returned.

During the summer of 2018, one year after I had interviewed 
Armend in prison, he was waiting to be sent back there. With-
out going into any details, he stated that he had been caught 
stealing thirty euros. Struggling with depression and alcoho
lism, and being ashamed of where he lived, he admitted that 
he was actually looking forward to going back to Adelsheim. 
While he hoped that this would offer another opportunity for 
him to change, he was also fatalistic about his future. He seemed 
to believe that he was never going to be able to live a productive 
life. At nineteen years old, Armend was set up to become a life-
long welfare recipient.

Achim had achieved the same educational credentials 
Armend had. Like Armend, he had also been diagnosed  
with ADHD. Growing up near Heidelberg—a city popular with 
international tourists—school had never been easy for him. 
Achim hated doing homework, and he admitted that he was dis-
tracted by girls and drugs as a teenager. In contrast to Armend, 
Achim had several advantages working in his favor after he was 
released from prison. His parents were embedded in the com-
munity they lived in. They owned a house and were gainfully 
employed. Achim remembered that his family struggled finan-
cially when he was growing up, but when I visited them, they 
seemed established. Owning property in this highly desirable 
part of Germany, they had achieved a significant level of financial  
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stability. Achim also had light skin and looked ethnically  
German. Only his father’s family had a “migration background.” 
His uncle already worked as a baker, and he helped Achim to 
secure an apprenticeship at the same bakery.

Becoming a baker has been one of the few options left for  
people who have only finished minimal schooling. The undesi
rable working hours and low pay have led to a shortage of 
apprentices willing to learn the trade. Having the support of his 
uncle, as well as choosing a trade in need of apprentices, allowed 
him to enter the labor market successfully after prison.

Achim still struggled with the demands put on him: He had 
to get up at 4:00 a.m. In addition to learning the craft of baking, 
he also had to attend school. His supervisor was unhappy with 
his school performance because he received a C for the practical 
tasks he was graded on. Nevertheless, Achim was hopeful that 
he could finish his education and become a baker specializing in 
making cakes.

During our final interview in the summer of 2019, Achim 
explained that he had switched to a different trade. In addi-
tion to the low pay—he had only received about 340 euros a 
month after taxes—he had run into personal problems with his 
supervisor. In the end, he felt it was best to avoid further esca-
lating a conflict. His mother advised him to leave rather than 
being fired. She also helped him to find a new apprenticeship 
almost immediately after he quit the bakery. Within a week 
Achim had started an apprenticeship to become a construction 
worker. When we spoke, he had just finished his first year as a 
trainee. This time he had struggled with the theoretical part of 
his required schooling. He failed his first year, but since he was 
doing well in the practical aspects of his education, he was able 
to move forward to year two.
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While Achim’s path was by no means an easy one, he could 
rely on his mother’s support to help him navigate the complexi-
ties of the German apprenticeship system. As a native German,  
and herself being embedded in the labor market, Achim’s 
mother had distinct advantages over Armend’s family. Being 
able to draw on social connections allowed Achim to overcome 
the disadvantage of a substandard degree. Being knowledgeable 
about the kind of apprenticeships that were available further 
allowed him to adjust his expectations and to make choices that 
maximized his position in the labor market. Comparing Achim’s 
position to Eren’s and Armend’s, the advantage of community 
embeddedness is obvious. Eren and Achim were on similar 
educational pathways. While Eren labored below his abilities, 
Achim was exceeding the limitations of his degree. Armend, 
on the other hand, lacked any social or cultural capital. Unlike 
Achim, he was not able to build on the educational degree he 
had achieved while he was incarcerated.

All three cases exemplify the credentialism of German labor 
market. While the apprenticeship system offers a viable path to a 
middle-class lifestyle outside a college degree, the requirements 
are too high for those who suffer from cognitive deficits and are 
not socially embedded in the community they live in (Haasler  
2020).4 As Eren’s example shows, even high-performing students 
are stereotyped. Additionally, being in prison forced Eren to 
lower his educational aspirations significantly. Mirroring the 
quantitative data about schooling in Germany, the three cases 
demonstrate how the highly selective system affirms the cur-
rent class structure rather than enabling upward mobility. In the 
case of Armend and Eren, their “migration background,” cou-
pled with their criminal record and challenging family history,  
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all but assured that they were unable to use the German educa-
tional system as a path to upward mobility.

“Opportunities, they’re not given.  
You gotta take ’em.”

Jesus grew up in grew up in Kensington, Philadelphia—a neigh-
borhood the New York Times Magazine has dubbed the “largest 
open-air narcotics market” in the United States.5 Jesus remem-
bers being surrounded by heroin addicts and drug dealers grow-
ing up. Looking up to the dealers and their conspicuous con-
sumption, he believed a lot of children in his neighborhood 
shared a similar mindset: “I’m not staying poor. I’m not walking 
to school. Like I want a car. I want a dirt bike. I want a four-
wheeler. My mom need groceries. I don’t wanna see her crying 
no more; let me change something.”

Jesus was enrolled a segregated elementary school. Based on 
the latest data from the Philadelphia school district, 84 percent  
of the students at his former school are considered low-income. 
Almost 80 percent of the student body identify as Latino. The 
school is rated two out of ten, and students perform signifi-
cantly below the state average in reading, math, and science.6 
Jesus went there in the early 2000s. He remembers being a good 
student and finishing his work more quickly than the others.  
He does not remember being offered any extra work. Instead, the  
teachers called his grandmother to pick him up early when there 
was nothing more to do for him. Even though he was bored and 
disruptive in school, Jesus always had high aspirations: “Proba-
bly like at nine years old . . . I wanted a job, but I wanted to be 
like one of the Fortune 500 company dudes.”
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Becoming a drug dealer was the next logical step for him to 
make a lot of money quickly. School was an afterthought during 
these years. None of his teachers noticed that Jesus was a gifted 
student until he entered a juvenile placement center in his mid-
teens. There he was able to finish his GED quickly at the facility 
and began studying for the SAT. Jesus scored high on the exam 
without much effort, and his counselor seemed to be amazed. 
He recalled: “They thought I was gonna be that one kid that 
came from nothing [and made it].” After his release, he received 
a scholarship to enroll at Temple University. He started the 
semester with high aspirations, wanting to become a counselor 
or psychiatrist, but his enthusiasm waned quickly. Believing he 
still had time to take college seriously, he became involved in 
street life again, was rearrested, and ended up dropping out of 
college. Gambling away the opportunity of a free college edu-
cation is one of his biggest regrets. As he put it: “Now I’m like 
alright that shit wasn’t worth it.”

When I interviewed him in prison for the last time, he was 
worried about what his future might look like. “Opportunities,” 
he insisted, “they’re not given. You gotta take ‘em.” He knew 
that his felony conviction was going to make it a lot harder to 
find those “opportunities.” College was not out of the question 
for him. Like many young men I spoke to, Jesus held on to ideas 
of entrepreneurship. He envisioned himself as a successful mor-
tician. Maybe, he thought, he could run his own funeral home. 
He had heard that few people were interested in this kind of 
morbid work but the need for funerals will always be there. He 
estimated that he would be able to make about three hundred 
thousand dollars a year, depending on where he lived and how 
popular his business would be.
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Jesus was the only one in the American sample that had been 
able to attend a four-year college. Most respondents had not fin-
ished high school. If they attended school, they went there to 
meet friends and not to learn.

Growing up as an African American boy in Philadelphia, 
Bryan also attended under resourced, segregated schools. 
Asked about his elementary school years, Bryan bluntly stated: 
“It sucked. .  .  . I used to get teased, like they’d call me names, 
stuff like that.” Bryan also remembered being a difficult student. 
One of his earliest memories was kicking his elementary school 
teacher in the knee. He recalled that he “was always in deten-
tion, always getting suspended.” Reflecting on his upbringing, 
Bryan believed that he took his anger about his father’s abuse out 
on the teachers. Bryan didn’t remember any teachers reaching 
out to help him, and he believed that the teachers at his school 
in Philadelphia “didn’t really care.” His teachers would kick him 
out of class even though it was others who bullied him. When I 
asked him why the teachers did not stand up to his classmates, 
he replied: “What can they do? Teachers are scared.”

Bryan was even more upset that his teachers looked the other 
way when it came to his father’s domestic violence. His father 
regularly beat him, and Bryan was certain that the teachers 
must have known about this: “Teachers can see the scars. They 
see why I come to school angry every day.” Some days he did 
not want to go home and stayed in school longer voluntarily in 
order to do extra work. Like Jesus, Bryan was not challenged 
adequately academically. He remembered getting his work done 
quickly and then just sitting around being bored. As he got older, 
“girls, money, and drugs” became more interesting than school. 
He still wanted to be a good student to make his mother proud, 
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but being on the street gave him much more satisfaction. He 
remembered thinking: “I’m gonna do what makes me happy.”

Miguel, who is s Latino, grew up in Allentown, a mid-sized 
town that used to be home to the headquarters of Bethlehem  
Steel. Miguel did not even want to attend school in order 
to socialize. He avoided going “at all costs” because he was 
ashamed of being poor and was worried about not fitting in. He 
had painful memories of other students teasing him: “I was kind 
of fat and, ugh, I never had clothes that fit me right. So they used 
to always make fun of me and stuff, and give me a hard time at 
school.” He was certain that teachers and his classmates lived 
much better lives then he did and looked down on him. When I 
asked him how he knew that his classmates’ lives were so much 
better than his, he replied: “They’re always around wearing bet-
ter clothes, smiling all the time, having fun, talking about stuff 
they did or, ‘oh, my mom did this’; ‘my dad did that.’”

Miguel’s mother was an abusive alcoholic who struggled with 
bipolar disorder. His father was addicted to drugs and paid little 
attention to his son. Since his mother usually called his father 
when Miguel caused problems in school, Miguel figured that 
misbehaving in school would get his father’s attention. Miguel 
also didn’t receive a continuous education before his incarcer-
ation. His residential instability led him to switch schools so 
many times he could barely recall when he went where: “I think 
I went to like five different middle schools and . . . I think I went 
to about four different elementary schools from moving around 
too much,” he explained.

By the time Miguel was supposed to attend high school, he 
was homeless and stayed with whomever offered him a couch 
to sleep on. Miguel lived by himself by the time he was fifteen. 
Nobody paid attention to whether or not he actually attended 
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school. As Miguel recalled, “Whenever I didn’t feel like going 
to school, I didn’t go to school .  .  . . No one’s telling me I have 
to go; I ended up not going.” Miguel did sneak into school from 
time to time, though, to eat lunch and to see friends even after 
he stopped officially attending.

Miguel remembered several teachers, counselors, and even 
some principals trying to help him. In the end, individual 
attempts could not counterbalance the fundamental instability 
of his living conditions. He also believed that he was too young 
to understand the importance of schooling. Similar to other 
young men I interviewed, Miguel could not utilize schooling as  
a way out of poverty. His disruptive behavior alienated him from  
any support the social institution might have offered him. From an  
early age his interactions with school as an institution were 
shaped by shame and alienation. Moving from place to place 
disrupted his education even further (Desmond 2016). He never 
even attended a school long enough to receive a sustained edu-
cation or to create lasting social ties to counselors or teachers 
that could have sustained him in the absence of his parents.

Education in Germany and the United States

In both countries, schools have become a battleground for social 
problems and cultural conflicts. In Germany, educational insti-
tutions are supposed to do the work of integration and assimila-
tion. For over twenty years legal and cultural debates have been 
fought over whether or not female teachers who are Muslims 
are allowed to wear headscarves in schools.7 Religious educa-
tion continues to be part of the curriculum. At the elementary 
school my children attended during the fall of 2020, it was possi-
ble to opt out of the Protestant or Catholic religious instruction, 
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but students who chose not to attend religion classes were dis-
missed two hours earlier on Fridays. The dismissal time natu-
rally encouraged parents to enroll their children in one form or 
another of religious education. In Baden-Württemberg schools 
are only required to offer alternative religious instruction if 
there are more than eight students at a school who identify with 
a specific religion.8

The German dual educational system has been lauded for 
offering viable pathways to employment that do not require a 
college diploma ( Jacoby 2014). This praise overlooks the fact 
that the system’s credentialism excludes low achievers like the 
children who were housed at JVA Adelsheim. Low-achieving  
students who are not ready to qualify for vocational training  
are enrolled in so-called prevocational programs. Nationwide, 
about a third of these prevocational students have refugee  
status or a migration background. Over the course of three 
years, only 70 percent of all participants across Germany were 
able reach the level required to begin an official apprenticeship 
(Haasler 2021).9 This leaves 30 percent of those lowest achievers  
permanently unable to qualify for any work other than being an 
untrained laborer.

As a significant number of students are left behind, the 
most academically rigorous schools have become the most 
popular school choice for the middle and upper middle class. 
The year I graduated fourth grade in 1990, only 32 percent of 
fourth graders in Baden-Württemberg were sent to the Gym-
nasium. During the school year 2019–20, this number rose to 
approximately 43 percent. Receiving a Gymnasium educa-
tion remained a middle-class privilege regardless. Children of  
parents who have a higher level of education are more likely 
to be send to the most academically rigorous school, preparing  
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them for university attendance (Gil-Hernandez 2019). In 2012 
and 2013, 68 percent of the parents who sent their children to 
the most academically rigorous school, had attended the Gym-
nasium themselves. Only 4.6 percent of the parents had stopped 
their education after the mandatory nine years (Kränzler  
and Cramer 2020). Class and immigrant status overlap signifi
cantly as well. According to Diehl and Granato (2018), the 
intergenerational upward mobility of immigrants in Germany 
has stagnated. Likely because of marriage migration, the num-
ber of Turkish immigrant women who do not hold any edu-
cational degree at all was 49 percent in 2012 as opposed to 33 
percent in 2000. Being a naturalized citizen has also not signifi-
cantly impacted educational achievement, especially for stu-
dents coming from Turkish immigrant families. Finishing the  
most basic level of schooling (Hauptschule) still remained  
the most common educational outcome for these children. 
While those with Turkish roots fare worse than other immi-
grant groups, likely because of the comparatively low level 
of parental education, all children from immigrant back-
grounds—irrespective of their citizenship status—lag behind 
their ethnically German peers. In 2018, only 21 percent of all 
eight graders who had a migration background were enrolled 
in the academically most challenging schools. The great 
majority (about 80 percent) of students who are not ethnically 
German attended school types that do not offer a pathway to 
higher education (Kränzler and Cramer 2020).

In comparison to Germany, the United States is much less 
focused on government-mandated credentials. It is not nece
ssary to finish three years of training and schooling to work 
as a baker or car mechanic. On the other hand, having a high 
school diploma is an absolute necessity for securing gainful  
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employment. High school drop-outs in the United States are 
more likely to be unemployed than high school graduates. If 
they find work, they tend to get paid lower salaries than those 
who have a high school diploma in hand (McCaul et al. 1992; 
McFarland, Rathbun, and Holmes 2018). Given that there are 
only two viable credentials in the United States—a high school 
diploma or GED—a lot more people in the United States finish 
high school and become eligible for enrolling in college than in 
Germany. Of the 2018 cohort in Pennsylvania, 85.8, on average,  
graduated from high school. This seemingly high number 
obscures the fact that—similar to Germany—minorities in the 
United States are disadvantaged when it comes to accessing 
high-quality education. African American and Latino students 
are more likely to attend underfunded schools with low gradua-
tion rates in high crime neighborhoods (Shedd 2015). Violence in 
the surrounding neighborhood inevitably has a negative impact 
on grades and standardized test scores (Burdick-Will 2016;  
Pelletier and Manna 2017).

In Pennsylvania and most other states, schools are paid for 
by property tax revenue. Segregated wealthy white neighbor-
hoods, where parents pay high property taxes, are therefore 
more likely to offer high-quality schooling. Those schools tend 
to be filled with students from well-to-do, highly educated  
families. While students of all achievement levels theoreti-
cally attend the same school, students from upper-middle-class  
families have a significantly different experience from students 
living in poor neighborhoods (Pattillo 1999; Reeves 2017; Owens 
2020). Underfunded and underperforming schools are predomi
nantly located in Latino or African American neighborhoods. 
These schools attend to students who struggle with food insecu-
rity, trauma, and untreated mental health problems. Parents at 
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those schools are also more likely to be involved in the criminal 
justice system (Haskins 2017; Poole et al. 2021).

Given the complex social problems of the student body, 
schools in disadvantaged neighborhoods have to offer social ser-
vices that are not part of their core educational mission. Schools 
buildings across the United States, for example, continue to be 
open for lunch during summer break to serve students who face 
food insecurity. To counter chronic absenteeism, some schools 
have also added washing machines on site to give students who 
are ashamed of going to school in dirty clothes places to do  
their laundry.10

The cases discussed in this chapter demonstrate the limita-
tions of administering social services in a school setting. The 
support provided in schools may not even reach the students 
that need to be helped most urgently. In Miguel’s case, for exam-
ple, residential instability prevented him from going to school 
at all. Most importantly, while schools serving low-income stu-
dents are more involved in offerings social services, they have 
also become more intimately connected with the juvenile jus-
tice system. Researchers have coined the term “school-to-prison 
pipeline” to describe disciplinary practices in schools mimick-
ing the “zero-tolerance” approach of the criminal justice system. 
Akin to a classic understanding of deterrence, suspension and 
expulsion are supposed to prevent perceived disruptive behav-
ior (Hirschfeld 2008). Studies have also consistently shown that 
Latino and African American students are subjected to harsher 
and exclusionary punishments in comparison to their white 
peers for comparable infractions (Skiba et al 2011; Morris 2016; 
Wegman and Smith 2019). Similar to Bryan and Jesus, many of 
the respondents I spoke to acted out in school and were even-
tually expelled. Expulsion solved a problem for the teachers  
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and other students in the classroom, but it removed other  
teenagers—those represented in this book, for example—even 
more fully from conventional pathways to success.

Conclusion

Jesus, Bryan, and Miguel fell through the cracks of a segre-
gated educational system that was overwhelmed with the social 
problems of their student body. Like any kindergartners, Bryan, 
Jesus, and Miguel were probably eager to be in a classroom ini-
tially. Learning became secondary as they had to cope with 
neighborhood violence, drug addiction, domestic abuse, and 
residential instability.

Even schools in wealthy districts would have had difficulties 
providing the numerous social services their families needed. 
The schools most of the young men attended were not well-
funded at all. Being located in areas of concentrated poverty, 
these institutions lacked the resources to address the multitude 
of social problems their student bodies coped with. In the end, 
the young men I interviewed were just several among many 
struggling with difficult home lives. Being disruptive and vio-
lent in school alienated Bryan, Jesus, and Miguel even more 
from the one institution that could have offered them a way 
out of the cycle of poverty that had engulfed their families for  
generations (Soyer 2018).

While a majority of the German respondents weren’t aca-
demically ready to engage in vocational training, the American 
respondents did not even have the option to build skills useful 
for finding employment outside prison. For many, being held at 
SCI Pine Grove was merely a prelude to a longer sentence to be 
served at another state prison, where they might become eligible  
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for educational programs. In contrast to the German sample, 
the American respondents did have a path to getting a college 
education. Given the job market barriers the formerly incarcer-
ated face, attending a community college may even have been 
a more reasonable goal than finding employment (Pager 2003). 
The German juvenile prison simply did not offer classes at the 
educational level needed for university attendance. In practice 
the possibility of receiving a college education was irrelevant 
for the young men I met in Pennsylvania as well. None of them 
considered a college education as a viable option.

The difference between both samples most clearly mani
fests itself in the young men’s hopes and dreams for their 
future. In the absence of institutional pathways to success, 
several American participants subscribed to a vague idea of 
entrepreneurship. This allowed them to maintain the illusion 
of agency while they were in a holding pattern, waiting to be 
transferred to another institution (Soyer 2016). German partic-
ipants who were unable to get an apprenticeship focused on 
a specific skill like forklift driving. The German young men 
had already leveled their expectations, while the young men at  
SCI Pine Grove seemed to hold out hope that the “American  
Dream” of upward mobility and the attainment of property 
could still become a reality for them (ibid.). In the end, opti-
mism was difficult to sustain for both samples. Even as they 
expressed hopes for a better future, past experiences had 
shown them how difficult it would be to live a successful and 
engaged life. From an early age, they had experienced educa-
tional institutions as place of shame, failure, and punishment. 
Rejected by the quintessentially middle-class institution, they 
struggled to imagine a life course that could lead to financial 
security and emotional stability.
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Despite remarkable differences between both educational 
systems, outcomes were astonishingly similar. In Germany 
schooling is based on an early selection process that concen-
trates disadvantaged children who are not ethnically Germany 
in schools that do not offer a viable pathway into the middle 
class. The US educational system seems to be less exclusive 
than the German one. Students of all achievement levels attend 
the same school. However, the American system is segregated 
and stratified by race and class as well. Students of color, like  
children who have a “migration background” in Germany, 
receive the short end of the stick. In both countries, educa-
tion does not allow disadvantaged children to catch up to  
their middle- and upper-middle-class peers (Raudenbush and 
Eschmann 2015). On the contrary, their educational experience 
is alienating and pushes them further away from middle-class 
success. Even students like Jesus or Eren, who could have been 
high-achieving, experienced schooling as a string of failures

Turning away from school and focusing on what Bryan 
referred to as “having fun” was a coping mechanism that  
almost perfectly fits Albert Cohen’s (1955) assumptions about a 
deviant subculture as well as Paul Willis’s (1977) famous argu-
ment about working-class culture in the United Kingdom. Not 
fitting into, and eventually being completely excluded from, 
middle-class institutions encourages young men in both coun-
tries to find validation elsewhere—in a subculture that allows 
them to feel that they have self-worth even if they look and act 
differently from their middle-class peers.
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Final Thoughts
What Price Are We Willing to Pay  

for a More Equal Society?

I have used Durkheim’s distinction between organic and 
mechanical solidarity as a starting point to assess the struc-
tural and cultural difference between the punitive regimes 
in Germany and the United States. Durkheim proposed that 
heterogenous societies, interconnected through the division of 
labor, operate according to the principles of “organic solidar-
ity.” Those more “advanced” societies, Durkheim believed, were 
more tolerant of differences and therefore less punitive (1964, 
112. Homogenous and less developed communities, he argued, 
are organized according to mechanical solidarity. These soci-
eties punish harshly because difference is perceived as a threat 
to their core functioning (1964, 108). Building on the tension 
between empirical reality and theory, The Price of Freedom has 
focused on the social institutions and cultural assumptions that 
define what it means to be an “outsider” in both countries.

Contrary to Durkheim’s argument, Germany, the country 
with lenient punishment structures, is connected by a “solida
rity of likeness.” Only those who are ethnically German truly 

Final Thoughts
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belong (Plamper 2019; Brinkmann and Panreck 2019). First,  
second- and third-generation immigrants are overrepresented 
in the prison system, as their families have hovered on the  
margins of German society for decades.

The United States, a more diverse society, is connected by 
the common goal of economic success (Messner and Rosenfeld 
2007; Merton 1938). Even though the country should be a poster 
child for Durkheimian “organic solidarity,” punitive structures 
have remained retributive. Mass incarceration has filled US 
prisons disproportionately with men and women from disad-
vantaged African American or Latino communities (Alexander  
2010). Race and class intersect to uphold social boundaries, espe-
cially for those who fail to succeed in a hypercapitalist market 
place (Muller and Roehrkasse 2022). A majority of the incar-
cerated population never has the opportunity to develop the 
kind of skills that would allow them to build a middle-class life  
(Contreras 2013).

Comparing welfare governance and the educational system in 
both countries shows how current processes of exclusion emerge 
from social institutions that are supposed to open up opportuni-
ties for upward mobility. Being embedded in these institutions, 
the young men I interviewed developed a culturally specific 
understanding of their marginalization. Poverty, for example, 
was a relative experience. The German and American respon-
dents measured their own social status in relation to their peers 
(Hochschild 1989). As Carla Shedd (2015) has observed, young 
men who never left their segregated Chicago neighborhoods 
did not perceive their disadvantage in relation to middle-class 
white society. Similarly, the respondents I met in Pennsylva-
nia judged their own upbringing in relation to their immediate 
social environment. Everyone around them was struggling and 
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many had even less than their families did. The German young 
men, by contrast, contextualized their socioeconomic status in 
terms of the middle-class and upper-middle-class families that 
lived around them. Even though the welfare state sheltered 
them from abject poverty, they felt intensely marginalized. The  
German welfare system also prevented the kind of traumatic 
childhood experiences haunting the US sample (Soyer 2018). 
Unlike the American group, the young men I interviewed in 
Germany did not have to endure hunger and homelessness. 
They were able to recall happy childhood memories.

Embeddedness in a social safety net shaped how the respon-
dents narrativized their pathways into crime. As they looked 
back, the German respondents explained their juvenile offend-
ing in terms of psychological burdens caused by the lack of 
attention, familial tragedies, and dysfunctions. The American 
respondents, on the other hand, recalled originally resorting to 
criminal behavior to provide for their families’ basic needs. The 
young men incarcerated in Pennsylvania had lived through an 
excess of suffering during their childhood. The material and 
emotional hardships they endured were extreme and provided 
the backdrop for the abuse and dysfunction they witnessed as 
children (Soyer 2018).

The attenuating properties of the welfare state also impacted 
the German sample’s experience of incarceration. Again, the 
German group judged their incarceration in relation to their 
lives on the outside. Welfare governance had oddly prepared 
them for their prison stay. The social services on the inside 
seamlessly connected to the kinds of services they had been 
exposed to from early childhood on. Incarceration simply  
elevated the disciplining framework of the welfare state to a 
new level. Although the boundaries between inside and outside 
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were more permeable in the southern German juvenile justice 
system than in Pennsylvania, the young men still experienced 
incarceration as punishment. Even in a juvenile justice system  
bending toward rehabilitation and social service provision, 
incarceration remained a punitive experience at its core (Mead 
1918; Zimring 2005).

The trauma of abject poverty, on the other hand, clouded the 
American group’s perspective on incarceration. The principle  
of “less eligibility”—the assumption that conditions in prisons  
need to be worse than living standards of the lowest-paid  
workers—did not reflect the experiences of the US sample  
(Rusche and Kirchheimer 2003; Bonnet 2018). Despite the popu-
lar narrative of mass incarceration erasing rehabilitation, reha-
bilitative measures have persisted (Phelps 2011). In the absence of 
a comprehensive welfare state, programs offered in prison turn 
into a convenient disciplinary tool to manage populations des-
perately in need of such services (Sufrin 2017; Edin and Shaefer 
2015; Wacquant 2009; Piven and Cloward 1993). Group therapy 
and education in prison build skills, but they also keep incarcer-
ated persons occupied. As the failed experiment of Eastern State 
Penitentiary has shown, isolation and “contemplation” are not 
feasible logistically, emotionally, and economically (Rothman 
2008; Rubin 2021). Putting people to work—even if it is “busy 
work”—and offering emotional support in group therapy ses-
sions ultimately make prisons run more smoothly. These things 
provide incentives for good behavior and they create a safer work 
environment for correctional personnel. As an unintended con-
sequence of the severe deprivation the young men in the United 
States had lived through, some of them experienced prison as an 
opportunity to stabilize their life (Soyer 2016; Soyer 2018).
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Finally, comparing the educational systems in both societies 
and their intersection with incarceration contrasts overt exclu-
sion in the United States with subtle leveling in Germany: The 
interviews in Germany highlighted the strength of the German 
apprenticeship system. This allowed the incarcerated teenagers 
to conceive concrete career goals rather than holding on to the 
vague idea of “finding a job.” On the other hand, the narratives 
also emphasized important shortcomings of the German system: 
Those who struggle with the most remedial form of schooling—
as a majority of the Adelsheim respondents did—have difficul-
ties finding an apprenticeship. The German participants were 
relegated to manual labor and, in consequence, to low-paying 
professions. Their educational deficits were often so large that it  
was impossible for them to find the kind of employment that 
would secure a comfortable middle-class lifestyle.

Almost paradoxically, while someone who has been recently 
released from prison in the United States may struggle to find 
gainful employment (Pager 2003), his or her opportunities to 
attain a four-year college degree are better than for a young 
person in Germany tracked into vocational training. Obtaining  
a GED offers a clear path to community college and eventually a  
four-year degree. While the community college pathway to  
a college degree may be shaped by resource scarcity, community  
colleges can open doors to higher education, especially for eco-
nomically disadvantaged students of color (Goldrick-Rab 2010).

The common denominator of both groups was their 
entrenched outsider status. They did not measure up to the 
behavioral and occupational standards of the middle and upper 
middle class, and they faced an uphill battle trying to become 
self-sufficient members of their societies.
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Becoming a More Equal Society

Based on the assumptions of Germany as a homogenous com-
munity, Germans expects minorities to embrace a so-called 
German virtues and cultural practices. Yet, despite their best 
efforts these perpetual immigrants will never be considered 
part of the German Volk. Their presence is tolerated, but not 
welcome. Taking this kind of approach to the integration of 
newcomers would be unthinkable in the United States. For all 
its history of racism and discrimination against immigrants, the 
United States embraces—at least in theory—the coexistence of 
different ideologies and cultural traditions. Rather than emula
ting homogenous European countries, the United States there-
fore needs to provide for disadvantaged populations in ways that 
respects the country’s cultural heterogeneity.

Creating a more just society does not entail ending mass 
incarceration but it also has to include reconceptualizing  
the welfare state. For a population that struggles to find work, the  
current welfare policies of incentivizing employment ring  
hollow. To enter the labor market successfully, people first need 
to have a stable place to live. Likewise, worrying about putting 
food on the table or having access to transportation is not con-
ducive to prioritizing long-term goals (Desmond 2016). To curb 
the permanent crisis pervading the lives of the most disadvan-
taged families, resources need to be redistributed effectively 
(Edin and Shaefer 2015). Rather than going to extreme ends to 
distance themselves from the social problems haunting the poor, 
those who have profited from inherited advantage need to start 
sharing institutional and financial resources (Reeves 2017).

In the spirit of serious economic redistribution, uncondi-
tional cash transfers could supplement the current patchwork  
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of in-kind support usually provided by local nonprofits. In-cash 
distributions require complex policy considerations that need 
to be weighed carefully, but the evidence for their positive 
impact is unequivocal (Sun et al. 2021.) At the beginning of  
the twentieth century cash transfers did significantly increase the  
life expectancy of children (Aizer et al. 2016). Most recently, 
the COVID-19 pandemic offered the latest test case for board  
nonstigmatizing, no-strings attached distribution of monetary 
support. Generous stimulus payment averted what could have 
easily turned into a humanitarian crisis. The expanded child tax 
credit lifted children out of poverty. These payments allowed 
parents to care for their children with dignity while managing 
an unpredictable pandemic (Hamilton et al. 2021).

Finally, to create a more equal society, both countries have 
to reframe their ideas about belonging and deservedness.  
Germany, in particular, has to confront how its self-understanding  
of a homogenous country impacts stratification. Subtle leveling of  
those who are not ethnically German has skewed the alloca-
tion of resources and systematically alienated immigrants from 
the center of society. To truly defy their history, Germans need 
embrace the coexistence of different cultural traditions within 
their borders. The incessant labeling of second- and third- 
generation immigrants as non-Germans, their overrepresenta-
tion in the criminal and juvenile justice system, and their edu-
cational marginalization have to be addressed top-down, both 
politically and legally.

The policy suggestions I have offered in these last few pages 
are necessarily vague. I have no illusions about how difficult 
it is to change social practices that are deeply embedded in a 
country’s national identity. Social change requires social action, 
but—to end with Max Weber’s famous statement—it is “ideas” 



140  /  Final Thoughts

that have, “like switchmen, determined the tracks along which 
action has been pushed by the dynamics of interest” (Weber 
1946, 280; Lizardo and Stoltz 2018). Comparing Germany and 
the United States shows how ideas about deservedness, belong-
ing, and worth shape social institutions and, by extension, the 
self-understanding of those embedded in them. To move beyond 
well-established mechanisms of “othering,” both countries need 
to stop defining those who struggle as “defective,” as lacking the 
right skin color, work ethic, resilience, or grit. The United States 
and Germany need to consider the cultural frames and result-
ing practices that have systematically marginalized those who 
do not embody the norms and values of the ruling class that has 
been in power for generations (Erickson 1966).
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a ppe n di x i

Being “a Stranger” 
as Methodological 

Practice

During my mid-twenties, I spent two years in Israel at the Hebrew 
University. I went there in 2004 as journalist to get the kind of cre-
dentials that would allow me to write about Israeli politics and  
German-Jewish relations. In the process, I met Professor Gad Yair, 
who introduced me for the first time to German social theory. In 
one of his classes we read “The Stranger,” an essay by the German 
sociologist Georg Simmel. I connected deeply with the text. Simmel 
experienced his position as German-Jewish scholar as the perpetual  
outsider. As a German Jew he participated in German society but 
could never be fully German.

Almost twenty years later, I believe that “The Stranger” can  
provide important methodological insight for sociologists who are 
researching a population they are socioeconomically or culturally 
removed from. Simmel (1971) writes that “the stranger is . . . an element 
within the group that involves both being outside of it and confront-
ing it” (144). Not being bound by deep, partisan ties to the community, 
the stranger, Simmel maintains, can be more objective than an insider. 
At the same time, he is familiar enough with the rules that govern 
social interactions to actively participate in the life of the group. 
Consequently, the stranger is not a detached observer but embodies  
“remoteness and nearness” simultaneously (145). As the outsider living 
within society, he brings qualities to the group that are not inherent 
to it (143).

Appendix I
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I argue that it can be helpful for qualitative sociologists to become 
“strangers” in the Simmelian sense during fieldwork. Embracing the 
role of a stranger does not have to lead to exoticizing or vilifying mar-
ginalized communities, a practice Victor Rios famously termed the 
“jungle book trope” (2011). On the contrary, assuming the simultaneous 
nearness and distance of Simmel’s stranger may allow us to reflect on 
our limitations in understanding the motivations, constraints, and cul-
tural practices of the group we study. Being aware of one’s position as 
a stranger in the field, I argue, encourages reflexivity and can prevent 
the kind of “Indiana Jones” or “cowboy” mentality that still prevails 
in some corners of qualitative sociology (Hanson and Richards 2019).

Of course, entering the field as a stranger does not presuppose 
the ability to capture the social world in its full complexity. “The 
stranger” ultimately remains excluded from the inner workings of  
the group. Assuming a liminal position between detachment and con-
nection, however, has undeniable methodological advantages. Simmel 
points that out that a stranger is only a temporary group member. This 
transient social potion implies that he “often receives the most sur-
prising revelations and confidences” (145). As Mario Luis Small (2017) 
argues in Someone To Talk To, people may feel more comfortable con-
fiding in someone who represents a weak social tie. It is unlikely that a 
“stranger” could significantly harm one’s reputation. Being a stranger 
in the field, therefore, can unearth data that may not be revealed  
to insiders.

During the data collection for this project, I assumed the role of 
a stranger in both field sites. Even though I am from Germany, I had 
not lived there for more than a decade and I was no longer up to date 
on contemporary German culture. Being a native to the area where I 
conducted my fieldwork still offered several advantages. For example, 
I understood the local dialect. I could also draw on old social networks 
dating back to high school to open doors. Since my professional life 
was now centered in the United States, I was nevertheless perceived 
as an outsider—the professor from New York rather than a researcher 
from southern Germany. Over the course of my fieldwork, I noticed 
how far removed I had become from my home country. Comparing 
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the German prison to the American ones I had visited, the homo-
geneity of the prison staff struck me, especially in contrast to the 
majority of immigrant children they supervised. I also noticed how  
others applied racist labels that I myself had once used without think-
ing about them.

Being introduced to respondents as coming from New York, 
enabled me to position myself as the ideal-typical stranger. I looked 
and spoke like the people around me but my stake in the community 
was limited. My identity was not defined solely by the place I was from 
but by the city now I lived in. As a result, the respondents could open 
up about racism they had experienced growing up without threaten-
ing my identity as a southern German woman.

In hindsight, I was more at ease during fieldwork in the United 
States, where my status as a stranger was more obvious. My German 
accent immediately marks me as an outsider. At the same time, I am 
more attuned to the contemporary political and cultural debates that 
surfaced in my US interviews. My German background piqued the 
interest of the respondents in Pennsylvania, who had never met some-
one from Germany before. They were curious about what it was like 
where I grew up. They wanted to know why I came to the United 
States, and what I thought about American society. By the time I did 
fieldwork in Pennsylvania in 2014, I had several years of research in 
Boston and Chicago behind me. I had become familiar enough with 
the communities I studied to build rapport with the sorts of people 
living in them more easily.

During the data analysis, I attempted to reflect critically on the 
nuances I might have missed, and I focused on the differences between 
the two field sites that I was able to discern. Analyzing the German  
data, I attempted to take an “American perspective” on racism and 
inequality, while I sought to analyze the American data from a  
“German” viewpoint, applying ideas about social welfare, state inter-
vention, and punishment that are taken for granted in Germany.  
I maintain that being a stranger in both places allowed me to notice 
different patterns of discrimination, and peculiarities about both puni-
tive systems that I would have not been able to notice as an insider.
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As I bring this project to a close, I contemplate the imperfections 
and limitations of sociological inquiry. Irrespective of our positional-
ity, sociologists can never fully capture the social world in all its com-
plexity. Our mere presence changes what we observe and can alter 
outcomes. Since qualitative sociologists can’t measure their margin of 
error, finding our way back to a Weberian (1949) “objectivity” could be 
useful. Weber understood that our interests, be they personal or polit-
ical, shape the topics we choose to investigate. Being aware of why we 
study what we study is key for acknowledging our own limitations in 
interpreting the data we collect. It is this kind of reflexive analysis that 
distinguishes sociological inquiry from journalism. Accepting uncer-
tainty and inevitably incomplete representation, The Price of Freedom 
does not offer any easy solutions. All I can hope for is that a combina-
tion of the specific liminal positions I occupied in the field has raised 
some worthwhile questions.
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American and German 
Interview Guides

American Interview Guide
1. Life Course Interviews: Pine Grove

Interview 1) Current situation

Demographics
Name:
Date of Birth:
Last address before arrest:
Number of siblings:
Age of siblings:
Number of Children:

Background Information
Where were you born?
From the earliest time you remember, how many times did you move 

to a different place?
Can you recall the address that you lived from when you were  

born until your arrest? If you can, put the first address you  
remember, etc.

The respondent will be asked to fill out the following form:

Street Name City, State Year lived at address

What was the date of your arrest that led to you to come here?
How many times have you been arrested before?

Appendix II
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Were you involved with the juvenile justice system?
Were you involved with the PA’s child welfare system?
What other institutions other than Pine Grove have you been incar-

cerated in?
How long have you been in Pine Grove?
When will you be released?
Do you have any idea what you will be doing after you get out?

Daily Life in Pine Grove
Tell me about your daily routine here.

•	 What programs are you enrolled in?

•	 Can you describe a typical day for me?

•	 How often do you get visitors?

•	 What is the hardest thing about being incarcerated?

What is your main source of communication with people on the 
outside?

How often do you receive letters/phone calls/visits?
Who is the person you miss most? Why?

Neighborhood/Community
A map will be presented to the respondent that contains his final res-

idential address, the school he attended/place of employment, as 
well as the place where he committed the crime that led to his 
arrest. (Information is based on the case files accessed before the 
first interview.) The respondent will be asked to mark on the map 
his movements immediately before his arrest.

Can you draw on this map the boundaries of what you would consider 
to be your neighborhood around the time of your arrest?

Can you tell me what a typical day looked like in the three months 
before you got arrested:

Where did you spend your days/nights during that time?
Can you retrace the way you typically took to get to school/work?
(Where did you get on the bus/subway?)
Can you show me on this map where you would typically hang out 

after school/work?
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For example, if you wanted to play basketball or sports in general 
where would you go?

Was there a youth club you went to regularly? Where was it and how 
often did you go there?

Where would you go if you wanted to buy a beer? How often did you 
go to this store?

Were there any other stores that you went to frequently?
Can you show me where you would spend your time if you skipped 

school?
Who was usually with you during that time?
Can you show me on the map where you would meet your friends and 

which way you would take to get there?
How did your routine change on the weekends?
Where did you spend your days/nights?
What would you do on a typical Saturday or Sunday? Can you point  

out the places on the map where you would usually be on  
Saturdays or Sundays?

I would like you to think about the day you got arrested. What do you 
remember about that day?

•	 What was your original plan for that day?

•	 When you left the house, can you retrace the steps to your first 
destination that day?

•	 Where did you go after that? [Subway/bus stop]

•	 How did your plans change over the course of the day and why?

•	 Can you show me on this map the last stop you made before you  
got arrested?

[If inmate does not claim to be innocent]  What went through your 
mind right before you committed your crime?

If you look back on that day, what would you do differently?

Reflection on Crime/Arrest
Why do you think you ended up in Pine Grove?

•	 How old were you when you first got involved with the streets

•	 What was the first crime you committed?

o	 Do you remember why you did it?
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•	 Who or what do you think is responsible for you being here?

•	 What could have changed your fate?

Interview 2) Childhood: Age 0–12
The respondent will be shown a map/maps that indicate(s) the differ-

ent addresses at which he has lived. Information about his residen-
tial history was gathered during the first interview.

Can you put a number on the different places that you lived at: 1 = first 
place I remember living, etc.

The respondent will additionally be asked to fill out the form below 
to verify his residential history and to fill in some of the missing 
information.

Residential History: Age 0–12

Address Stayed 
there 
from XX 
until XX

People living 
in the same 
household

Main 
caretaker

Kindergarten attended 
elementary school (if you 
attended several schools 
while you were living at 
a specific address, please 
list all of them)

Which of these places did you stay longest? For how long did you live 
there?

Can you write down who lived with you at these different places?
Can you also write down who your main caretaker was when you were 

living there?
Did you attend preschool or kindergarten?
If yes, can you indicate where on the map your preschool and or  

kindergarten was?
Can you point out where you went to elementary school?
Which place did you like best/least? Why?

Family Life
Would you say your mother was an important part of your life then?

•	 Why? Why not?

•	 How often did you see her?
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•	 Are you in touch with her now?

•	 Did it affect you that she was not a part of your life? How?/Why not?

Would you say father was an important part of your life?

•	 Why? Why not?

•	 How often did you see him?

•	 Are you in touch with him now?

•	 Did it affect you that he was not a part of your life? How?/Why not?

You mentioned that you have XX siblings Which one of your siblings 
were you particularly close to before you turned twelve and why?

•	 Are you still close to him/her now?

What is your first childhood memory?
What is the happiest memory that you have between the ages of  

three and twelve?/What were the happiest moments during this 
time?

If you look back on your childhood, was there anything that you think 
set you up for ending up at Pine Grove?

What is your most painful childhood memory?
Do you think you were a “problematic” child growing up?

•	 Why/Why not?

If you could change something about your childhood, what would that be?
Were any of your family members/household members involved in 

crime/gangs during your childhood?
Yes:

•	 How do you think that influenced you?

Were any family members/household members addicted to drugs/
alcohol while you were a child?

•	 How do you think that influenced you?

If respondent has children:

•	 What do you want to do different than your parents raising your 
child(ren)?
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Friends
Respondent will again be shown the map that indicates the residential 

history. The respondent will be asked to mark specific places that 
were important during his childhood.

Who were your closest friends during that time?
Can you indicate on your map where your three closest friends lived 

at the time? Please put initials after the place you indicated this.
How much time did you spent at their houses?
Can you describe what you and your friends would do when you hung 

out together?
Can you indicate on the map the places you would spent your free 

time at?
Prompt: Youth clubs, basketball court, playground.

•	 Are you still in touch with some of your childhood friends?

Where your friends at the time involved in crime/gangs?
Yes:

•	 How do you think that influenced you?

Who do you think had your friends at the time had more influence  
on you at the time than your family/siblings or your friends?

Educational Experience
Did you attend preschool/kindergarten?
What do you remember about this time?
What do you remember about elementary school?

•	 Was there a teacher that you particularly liked?

•	 What did you not like about school? (teacher, classmates etc.)

Social Services
Did you work with a social worker/therapist, etc. before you turned 

twelve?
Yes:

•	 What was your experience? (Helpful/not helpful, what did you get 
out of it?)
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Did you take any medicine for example to deal with depression/
ADHD/mood swings during your childhood?

Yes:

•	 What did you take?

•	 Who prescribed them?

•	 Did it help you? Why?/How?/Why not?

Role Models
Was there anyone inside or outside of your family that you looked up 

to during childhood?
Yes:

•	 What did you admire about him/her?

•	 Are you still in touch with this person?

•	 How do you view him/her differently now?

No:

•	 Why was that the case?

Interview 3) Adolescence:  
Twelve until arrest

The respondent will be shown a map/maps that indicate(s) the dif-
ferent addresses he has lived at between the ages of twelve until 
his arrest. Information about his residential history was gathered 
during the first interview.

The respondent will additionally be asked to fill out the form below 
to verify his residential history and to fill in some of the missing 
information.

Residential History: Aged twelve until arrest

Address Stayed 
there 
from XX 
until XX

People 
living in 
the same 
household

Main 
caretaker

Middle school/ high school 
attended (if you attended 
several schools while you were 
living at a specific address, 
please list all of them)

Which of these places did you stay at longest? For how long did you 
live there?
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Can you write down who lived with you at these different places?
Can you also write down who your main caretaker was when you were 

living there?
Which place you lived at did you like best/least? Why?
Can you describe how your life changed as you were growing up and 

turning into a teenager?
Can you share some of the happiest memories you have from that 

time?
If you could go back in time, what would you change about your teen-

age years and why would you change it?

Family Life
Would you say your mother was an important part of your life then?

•	 Why? Why not?

•	 How often did you see her?

•	 Are you in touch now?

•	 Did it affect you that she was not a part of your life? How?/Why not?

Would you say father was an important part of your life?

•	 Why? Why not?

•	 How often did you see him?

•	 Are you in touch now?

•	 Did it affect you that he was not a part of your life? How?/Why not?

You mentioned that you have XX siblings, which one of your siblings 
were you particularly close to after you turned twelve and why?

•	 Are you still close to him/her now?

What is the happiest memory that you have between the ages of 
twelve and your arrest?/What were the happiest moments during 
this time?

If you look back on your teenage years, was there anything that you 
think set you up for ending up at Pine Grove?

What is your most painful memory from that time?
Do you think you were a “problematic” teenager?

•	 Why/Why not?



Appendix II  /  153

If you could change something about your teenage years, what would 
that be?

If respondent has children:

•	 What do you want to do different than your parents raising your 
child(ren)?

Were any of your family members/household members involved in 
crime/gangs during your adolescence?

Yes:

•	 How do you think that influenced you?

Were any family members/household members addicted to drugs/
alcohol while you were a teenager?

•	 How do you think that influenced you?

Which member of your family/household was most important to you 
at the time?

•	 Why?

Friends
Respondent will again be shown the map that indicates his residential 

history. The respondent will then be asked to mark specific places 
that were important meeting places for him and his friends during 
his adolescence.

Who were your closest friends during that time?
Can you indicate on your map where your three closest friends lived 

at the time? Please put initials after your mark.
How much time did you spent at their houses?
Can you describe what you and your friends would do when you hung 

out together?
Can you indicate on the map the places you would spent your free 

time at?
Prompt: Youth clubs, basketball court, playground.

•	 Are you still in touch with some of the friends you had during your 
teenage years?
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Where your friends at the time involved in crime/gangs?
Yes:

•	 How do you think that influenced you?

Who do you think had your friends at the time had more influence on 
you at the time than your family/siblings or your friends?

Role Models
Was there anyone inside or outside of your family that you looked up 

to during childhood?
Yes:

•	 What did you admire about him/her?

•	 Are you still in touch with this person?

•	 How do you view him/her differently now?

No:

•	 Why was that the case?

Social Services
Were you involved with the juvenile justice system during that  

time?
Yes:

•	 Did you have a probation officer?

Yes:
•	 How many different probation officers did you have?

•	 How was your relationship with him/her?

•	 How often did you meet with him/her?

•	 Where would you meet with him/her?

•	 Was his office close to your home?

Yes: Take out map: Can you show me where the office was on this  
map. Please mark it and write after the mark how often during one 
typical week/month you would meet him/her.

•	 How would you typically get to his office/the place you would meet 
him/her? (Prompt what was the bus stop/subway station you used.)

•	 How did he/she help you/fail to help you?
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Were you incarcerated?
Yes:

•	 Where and for how long?

•	 How did incarceration help you or failed to help you?

•	 What other programs were you enrolled in?

•	 Was there any social worker/probation officer/caseworker that you 
felt was supportive of you and wanted the best for you?

In your opinion was there anything that the juvenile justice system 
could have done to help you more effectively?

If you think back to the years before you committed the crime that led 
you here, what could you have done differently?

•	 Why did you not do this?

•	 How did you try to get away from the streets or other negative 
influences?

Were you involved with the Department of Children and Families?
Did you have a caseworker?
Yes:

•	 How was your relationship with him/her?

•	 How often did you meet with him/her?

•	 Where would you meet with him/her?

•	 Was his office close to your home?

Yes: Take out map: Can you show me where the office was on this 
map? Please mark it and write after the mark how often during one  
typical week/month you would meet him/her

•	 How would you typically get to his office/the place you would meet 
him/her? (Prompt what was the bus stop/subway station you used.)

•	 How did he/she help you/fail to help you?

Was there anything that you wish someone would have offered you 
that would have prevented you from ending up at Pine Grove?

Educational Experience
Respondent will be shown another map that covers the area he lived 

in as an adolescent.



156  /  Appendix II

Can you indicate where on the map your middle school(s) high 
school(s) was/were? Please indicate the year you attended this 
school after the mark you have made.

Can you map for me for each address you lived at, your way to and 
from school?

Can you mark the places that you would hang out after school?
If these places changed between twelve and the time of arrest please 

indicate the approximate time frame during which you regularly 
went to this place and how often during the week you would go 
there. For example: Youth club X; went there from ages twelve to 
fourteen every week.

Prompt: Basketball court, youth club, friend’s houses.
What do you remember about your time in middle school/high school?

•	 Would you say you attended school regularly?

•	 Was there a teacher that you particularly liked?

•	 What did you not like about school? (teacher, classmates etc.)

Future Plans
Do you know where you are going to move to after you have been 

released?
How do you want to change your life once you are released? What do 

you want to do differently than before?
How do you think you can manage to stay out of trouble?
How do you think you can prepare for your life after your release 

while you are still in here?

2. Interviews with Outside Respondents

In addition to the questions below the interviews will be adjusted individually 
according to the information gathered from the case summary files and previ-
ous interviews with R.

Demographics
Name:
Date of Birth:
Relationship to R:
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Racial background:
Occupation:
Highest level of education:

Relationship to Original Respondent
If not mother, father, sibling or other close relative.
When was the first time you met R?
How did you meet R?

•	 How would you describe your relationship to R?

•	 How close are you?

•	 Do you trust him? Why?/Why not?

•	 What do you think are his strength? What are his weaknesses?

Depending on when he/she met R:
•	 Can you tell me about his early childhood?

o	 What was he like as a toddler/child?

o	 How was he different from other children?

o	 Was he challenging child? Why?/Why not?

o	 What were his talents?

o	 Was there anything in his early childhood that you think could 
have contributed to him getting involved in crime?

•	 Can you tell me about his late childhood/teenage years?

o	 What was he like as a teenager?

o	 How was he different from other teenagers?

o	 Was he challenging as teenager? Why?/Why not?

o	 What were his talents?

o	 Was there anything in his late childhood/early teenage years 
that you think could have contributed to him getting involved in 
crime?

•	 What is your impression, what kind of support has R received from 
social service agencies over the years?

o	 Can you remember something specific that seemed helpful to him?

o	 Did he have a caseworker or probation officer that seemed 
helpful/supportive?

o	 Can you think of any type of intervention that could have helped 
him to stay away from the streets?
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•	 As far as you know can you describe to me how R got involved in 
crime?

o	 Why do you think he ended up at Pine Grove?

o	 If R does not serve a life sentence: What is your prognosis, do you 
think R will get in trouble again after he is released?

o	 In your opinion, how could R be supported most effectively  
and what would it take to keep him out of prison after he is 
released?

Have you visited R in Pine Grove?
How do you stay in touch with him?
How regular is your contact with him?
What do you think does he get out of the program?
If you had to use one word to describe R what would that be?

german interview guide
In-Prison Interview

Können Sie den Tag beschreiben an dem Sie verhaftet worden sind?
Wieviele Male sind Sie zuvor verhaftet worden?
Waren Sie vor dieser Haftstrafe bereits am Jugendgericht?
Ja: Was war der Anlass?
Waren Sie jemals mit dem Jugendamt in Baden-Württemberg kontakt?
Ja: Wie sah dieser kontakt aus?
Sind Sie in anderen Institutionen inhaftiert gewesen?
Ja: Wie unterschiedet sich diese Institution von Adelmsheim?
Was werden Sie nach Ihrer Entlassung machen?
Wo werden Sie wohnen?
Mit wem werden Sie zusammen wohnen?
Haben Sie bereits Arbeit gefunden?
Ja: Wer war Ihnen bei der Arbeitsssuche behilflich?
Nein: �Was sind Ihre Pläne? Wie werden Sie Arbeit finden? Wen 

werden Sie um Hilfe bitten?
Wird Sie jemand am Tag Ihrer Entlassung abholen?
Was wird das Erste sein dass Sie nach Ihrer Entlassung tun werden?
Was werden Sie tun um nicht mit dem Gesetz in Konflikt zu geraten?
Gibt es Leute die Sie vermeiden werden nach Ihrer Entlassung?
Was haben Sie in Ihrer Zeit in Adelsheim gelernt?
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Wer war Ihnen am meisten behilflich während ihrer Zeit in Adelsheim?

•	 Wer stand Ihnen bei?

•	 Von wem sind Sie enttäuscht?

•	 Welcher Beamte in der JVA war besonders hilfsbereit und hat Sie 
unterstützt?

Wie stellen Sie sich ihr Leben in einem Jahr im Idealfall vor?
Was denken Sie wird am schwierigsten für Sie sein nach Ihrer 

Entlassung?
Denken Sie dass Sie Leute kontaktieren werden mit denen Sie keinen 

Kontakt hatten in Adelsheim?
Ja: Wen?

Alltag in Adelsheim
Erzählen Sie mir wie der Tagesablauf hier aussieht.
Was ist das schwierigste daran eingesperrt zu sein?
Wen vermissen Sie am meisten und warum?
Ich würde Sie gerne nach Ihrer Entlassung noch einmal kontaktieren.
Hätten Sie Interesse an einem weiteren Interview?
Ja
Nein
Ja: Können Sie mir eine Addresse/Telefonnummer geben unter der 

ich sie draussen erreichen könnte?

Outside Interviews

Daily Life after Release
Erzählen Sie mir bitte wie Ihr Leben nach der Entlassung:
Wo wohnen Sie?
Sind Sie mit ihrer momentanen Wohnsituation zufrieden?
Bei wem wohnen Sie?
Haben Sie eine Arbeitsstelle gefunden?
Nein: �Warum denken Sie dass Ihre Arbeitssuche bisher erfolglos ver-

laufen ist?
Ja: Was für eine Arbeitsstelle haben Sie gefunden? Sind Sie zufrieden 

mit der Arbeitsstelle? Warum/Warum nicht? Wer hat Ihnen bei 
der Arbeitssuche geholfen? Wer sind Ihre Arbeitskollegen?



160  /  Appendix II

Beschreiben Sie bitte Ihren Alltag:
Wann stehen Sie auf?
Was machen Sie dann?
Wann gehen Sie zu Bett?

An welchen Wiedereingliederungsmassnahmen haben Sie teilgenommen?
Welche Massnahmen waren hilfreich? Warum? Warum nicht?
Wie oft stehen Sie mit Ihrem Bewährungshelfer in Kontakt?
Erhalten Sie therapeutische Unterstuetzung?

Current Impact of Incarceration
Gibt es jemanden aus der JVA den Sie vermissen/mit dem Sie gerne 

sprechen würden?
Warum? Warum nicht?
Wer wäre das?
Was glauben Sie inwiefern hat der Aufenthalt in JVA Adelsheim den 

Umgang mit Ihren Freunden verändert?
Inwiefern beeinflusst das Gefängnis noch heute Ihre psychologische 

Verfassung?
Träume?
Haben Sie angst davor ins Gefängnis zurück zu müssen? Warum?/

Warum nicht?

Was hat sich in ihrer Nachbarschaft, bei Freunden und der Familie 
verändert als Sie im Gefängnis waren?

Sind Sie seit Ihrer Entlassung in Versuchung geraten eine Straftat zu 
begehen?

Warum?/Warum nicht?

Emotions
Was war der glücklichste Moment für Sie seit der Entlassung?
Gibt es etwas dass Sie traurig gemacht hat seit Sie entlassen worden sind?
Gab es etwas dass Sie wütend gemacht hat?
Warum?/Warum nicht?
Ihrer Einschätzung nach, gehen Sie mit Ihren Emotionen jetzt anders 

um als vor Ihrer Gefängnissstrafe?
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Wenn Sie etwas an ihrem Leben im Augenblick verändern könnten, 
was wäre das?

Social Ties
Welche Person steht Ihnen im Augenblick am Nächsten?
Warum?
Wieviel Zeit verbringen Sie mit Ihr/Ihm?
Mit wem verbringen Sie sonst noch Zeit?
Verbringen Sie Zeit mit andern als Gruppe?
Wer hat bisher einen guten Einfluss auf Sie ausgeübt?
Warum?
Gibt es Leute die Sie vermeiden? Warum?

Future Outlook
Wie wird es Ihnen gelingen auf Dauer nicht Rückfällig zu werden?
Wie schwer glauben Sie wird es eine Arbeitsstelle zu finden?

•	 Haben Sie bereits eine Stelle in Aussicht?

•	 Wie wird es Ihnen gelingen auf Dauer nüchtern zu bleiben, keine 
Drogen mehr zu nehmen?

•	 Wie schwer wird es Ihnen fallen mit weniger Geld als zuvor 
auszukommen?

•	 Was glauben Sie wieviel Geld werden Sie benötigen?

Was möchten Sie innerhalb der nächsten sechs Monate erreichen?
Für wie wahrscheinlich halten Sie es dass Sie wieder in die Kriminal-

ität abrutschen?
Warum?
Gibt es irgendetwas dass Sie gerne hinzufügen wuerden?
Vielen Dank für Ihre Teilnahme.
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4.  See article 102 of the German constitution: Grundgesetz für die 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland Art. 102, Bundesministerium der Justiz:  
Bundesamt für Justiz, accessed April 28, 2023, https://www.gesetze 
-im-internet.de/gg/art_102.html.

5.  See article 102 GG: Die Todesstrafe ist abgeschafft [The death 
penalty is abolished], Bundesministerium der Justiz: Bundesamt für 
Justiz, accessed April 28, 2023, https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/gg/ 
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9.  See Werner Renz, “Der Frankfurter Auschwitz Prozess,” Tonband- 
mitschnitte des Auschwitz-Prozesses (1963–1965), accessed April 28,  
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B 162/ 2734; and the State Archive of Baden-Württemberg LABW 
StAL, EL 333 III B 88.
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a lavish lifestyle on the public’s dime, declaring during his primary 
campaign in New Hampshire: “There is a woman in Chicago, they 
found a woman who holds the record. She used 80 names, 30 addresses, 
15 telephone numbers to collect food stamps, Social Security, veterans’  
benefits for four nonexistent, deceased veteran husbands, as well as 
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