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“Wonderfully written and packed with insight, A Plague of Prisons adds
a new dimension to the debate about prisons and provides a previously
missing but enormously valuable scientific perspective. People who
already think they know a lot about the problem of mass incarceration will
learn from this book, and people who don’t know much about it will get
everything they need to know.”
—TODD CLEAR, dean of the Rutgers University School of Criminal Justice
“A towering achievement, A Plague of Prisons does something rare and
valuable: it provides a new way of looking at, thinking about, and analyzing
old and familiar data, thereby creating fresh insights into and understanding of a social catastrophe.”
—IRA GLASSER, former executive director, American Civil Liberties Union
“Drucker brings the tools of epidemiology, the informed perspective of a
social critic, and the graceful language of a natural writer to illuminate the
plague of incarceration that is crippling poor and primarily minority urban
communities and to make a clear, cogent call for reform.”
—JAMIE FELLNER, senior advisor, U.S. Program, Human Rights Watch
“A seminal book by a truly gifted scholar. Read and weep and then pass
along this important work to everyone who has a stake in reforming the
contemporary U.S. criminal justice system—which is to say, all of us.”
—STEPHEN FLYNN, PhD, president, Center for National Policy
“A unique and groundbreaking work. Ernest Drucker helps us understand
the consequences of our societal decision to incarcerate so many, and
leads us to clear, tractable solutions to end this epidemic.”
—SANDRO GALEA, MD, DrPH, president of the Society of Epidemiological Research
“Ernest Drucker brings to his analysis the professional knowledge of an
expert in epidemiology and public health and the moral passion of someone
who has devoted his life to humanitarian action on behalf of social justice.”
—RENÉE C. FOX, Annenberg Professor Emerita of the Social Sciences,
University of Pennsylvania
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“A careful, colorful, and much-needed examination
of the causes and consequences of the epidemic of
incarceration in the United States with enormous
relevance for anyone concerned about public
health, criminal justice, and public policy.”
—JIM CURRAN, dean, Rollins School of Public Health,
and co-director, Emory Center for AIDS Research

WHEN DR. JOHN SNOW first traced an outbreak of cholera to a water pump in the Soho
district of London in 1854, the field of epidemiology
was born. Taking the same concepts and tools of
public health that have successfully tracked
epidemics of flu, tuberculosis, and AIDS over the
intervening 150 years, Ernest Drucker makes the
case that our current unprecedented level of
imprisonment has become an epidemic—a plague
upon our body politic.
Drucker, an internationally recognized public
health scholar and researcher, spent twenty years
treating drug addiction and studying AIDS in some
of the poorest neighborhoods of the South Bronx.
He compares mass incarceration to other wellrecognized epidemics using basic public health
concepts—“prevalence and incidence,” “outbreaks,”
“contagion,” “transmission,” and “potential years of
life lost.” He argues that imprisonment—originally
conceived as a response to individuals’ crimes—
has become “mass incarceration”: a destabilizing
force that undermines the families and communities it targets, damaging the very social structures
that prevent crime.
Sure to provoke debate and shift the paradigm
of how we think about punishment, A Plague of
Prisons offers a totally novel perspective on
criminal justice in twenty-first-century America.
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To my father, Joe Drucker,
who taught by example,
bearing life’s hard knocks without complaint.
He had the strong mind and focus of an engineer
and a knack for fixing things.
From him I learned
about meeting obligations and the pride and dignity
of those who do their job well.
Thanks, Dad.
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