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ABSTRACT

This systematic literature review synthesizes published sources from the ASIS&T Digital Library and the ACM
Digital Library to develop a definition of the carceral state and to show how the term has been used in contemporary
technology-focused research. The carceral state concept has been adopted and applied widely in multiple areas of
social scientific research to refer to the formal institutions of the criminal justice system proper and other social
arrangements, ideologies, practices, and technologies that punish, surveil, and contain populations. Our review
reveals a recent and increasing engagement with the carceral state in the collections surveyed. Encouraged by this
increasing attention, this review is an attempt to introduce the carceral state as a guiding framework for tech-society
research and to consider implications for advancing responsibility, reflexivity, and care in the creation and
evaluation of information systems, programs, and services.
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INTRODUCTION

From the advent of personal computers to the ascendance of artificial intelligence, information technologies have
been widely embraced as tools that improve the human experience. Nevertheless, critical scholars and community
organizers have warned about the dangers of computing technology as a mediator of public life (Stop LAPD Spying
Coalition, 2020). Technological practice (including research) runs the risk of supporting what Benjamin (2019)
describes as the New Jim Code, where logics of presumptive criminality disguised as objective, value-free
technology “penetrate every facet of social life”” (3). Put another way, technological advances and data collection
schemes have contributed to the criminalization, incarceration, premature death, and organized abandonment of
large swaths of human society (Gilmore, 2007). Thus, this poster heeds Benjamin’s (2016: 145) call for an
expansive understanding of ‘the carceral’ by foregrounding formulations of the carceral state and thinking through
implications for the study of information and technology research. Specifically, we introduce the carceral state as a
guiding framework and consider its implications for advancing responsibility, reflexivity, and care in technological
practice. We anchor our argument in a systematic literature review of the ACM Digital Library and the ASIS&T
Digital Library and offer a US-based definition of the carceral state built upon a wide range of works.

WHAT IS THE CARCERAL STATE?

Famously used by Foucault, the carceral refers to that related to jails or prisons, including the logics and practices of
prisons, jails, and detention centers (Foucault, 1995). The term “carceral state” has now been adopted by scholars to
describe how institutions, people, and processes embody the logistics, practices, and technologies of prisons
(Martensen, 2020). Scholars, however, are also theorizing the carceral state as more than just the physical site of
prisons or captivity. As such, the carceral state in this paper refers to the formal institutions of the criminal justice
system proper and other social arrangements, ideologies, practices, and technologies that invest in punitive
orientations (Benjamin, 2020; Tapia, 2018). Central here is understanding that the carceral state has now developed
into a dominant modality of governance that informs the logic of state structures within the US (Sojoyner, 2023).
That is to say, many aspects of contemporary public life in the United States are governed by carceral logics, marked
by interactions with law enforcement, or treated as criminal matters. Researchers widely accept that the carceral
state proper administers punishment and incarceration and restricts the lives of those impacted by it (Simon, 2007,
Martensen 2020). Historically, however, the carceral state has also been about the construction of difference and
criminality. The carceral state has a long history of policing Blackness that stems from the social construction of
Black criminality, including the development of technologies of surveillance (Browne, 2015; Muhammad, 2010).

METHODS AND FINDINGS

To identify engagements with the carceral state, we undertook a systematic literature review (SLR) (Dillahunt et al.,
2017) approach to analyze the ACM Digital Library and the ASIS&T Digital Library. SLR allowed us to explore
and search for a specific theme (the carceral state) and identify gaps to make recommendations for future research
and practice (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006; Pittaway, 2011). Particularly, we asked: How is the term "carceral state"
used in information technology research in the ACM and the ASIS&T Digital Library? What are implications for
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tech-society research agendas posed by the spread and uptake of this term in other fields of research? We searched
for "carceral state" in both digital libraries to answer these questions and found 21 sources.

In the ASIS&T Digital Library, we found one book review, one long paper, and one research paper that included the
term ‘carceral state’. In the ACM Digital Library, we found mention of the carceral state in research articles (10),
proceedings (4), and in a column, short paper, extended abstract, and book. We downloaded these sources and
carefully reviewed them for their engagement with discussions about the carceral state, rating them on a binary scale
of low or high engagement based on whether the source understood and applied the concept.

Venue Low High Sources
I T T T
ASIS&T Digital 1 2 Costello & Floegle, 2020; Mehra, 2022; Wicket, 2023
Library (N=3)
ACM Digital 9 9 Alkhatib, 2021; Ashktorab et. al, 2021; Baecker & Grudin, 2024;
Library (N=18) Bonhomme, 2022; Carrera et. al, 2023; Chordia, 2022; Dickinson et. al,

2021; Green, 2020; Hogan et. al, 2024; Noble, 2021; Ovalle et. al, 2023;
Pearson et. al, 2024; Rossi et. al, 2021; Schmidt et. al, 2023; Showkat et. al,
2023; Sum et. al, 2023; Tan et. al, 2022; Warren & Salehi, 2022

Table 1. Sources Reviewed and Levels of Engagement with The Carceral State

Sources with a low rating mention the carceral state at least once but do not explore its implications on information
technology according to our criteria. In order to receive a ‘high’ rating, the source must demonstrate a deeper
understanding of how technology captivates, criminalizes, or otherwise displays bias unequally. Moreover, papers
that received a high have a more explicit analysis of how technology is tied to the carceral state, even when not
using the term explicitly. A good example of this is found in Chordia’s (2022) review of transformative justice in
HCI. As Chordia (2022) suggests, policing and community safety technologies (e.g. the Amazon ring camera) and
software (e.g. Nextdoor) extend the surveillance reach of the carceral state and encode Black criminality in their
application. Regardless of scoring, these 21 sources allude to a growing attention to identifying the relationship
between the carceral state and technology, including in computing technology, machine learning, and data-intensive
applications.

IMPLICATIONS FOR INFORMATION AND TECHNOLOGY RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

First, as an emergent framework in social scientific writing in a variety of fields that concern the interaction of
public life, governance, and prisons, the carceral state represents a dynamic and expanding synthesis of research in a
variety of fields, including criminology, anthropology, sociology, geography, and science and technology studies.
The carceral state perspective offers new analytical frames to explore important topics in information science
research, such as privacy and the pursuit of public interest technologies. Notably, the carceral state perspective is
simultaneously empirical and theoretical: it attends to observation and descriptions of prisons, punishment,
enclosure, and surveillance in their materials dimensions, as well as to logics, cultures, discourses, meanings, and
theories of criminality, extraction, control, and immobility at any scale of space, time, or geography.

Second, information science research, with its central interest in the use of information and information technologies
by key stakeholders and social groups, has unique objects, theories, and methods to offer the interdisciplinary study
of the carceral state. Specifically, information science research has robust methods for studying informational
phenomena in qualitative and quantitative modes, including ethnography, network analysis, and infometrics.
Attention to the carceral state reorients scholarly attention to how technology forms a vector of carcerality,
spreading logics of presumptive criminality and containment across sociotechnical networks.

Finally, the larger research project this literature review supports concerns the use of digital technologies by
community organizers based primarily in working-class communities of color. Much of the work of these organizers
is concerned with demonstrating harms in their communities produced by the datafication of the carceral state in all
of its instantiations. As these organizers have insisted, technology-focused researchers can meaningfully support
authentic, community-rooted efforts of seeking liberation (Serrano, Turner, Regalado, & Banuelos, 2022; Crooks,
2022), of not merely documenting harm but imagining alternatives to containment, punishment, and surveillance.
Attention to the carceral state encourages responsibility, reflexivity, and care rooted in understanding both how
individuals interact with technology and how it (intentionally or not) becomes an auxiliary arm of the carceral state.
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