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Shackled within Society: Ankle Monitors & Mass Incarceration 

 Originally imagined in the sixties to keep track of juvenile delinquents, the 

deployment of ankle monitors with electronic monitoring has become more prevalent 

within the system of mass incarceration in the United States. Original creator Robert 

Gable envisioned the radio communicating devices “‘…to give rewards to [juvenile] 

offenders when they were where they were supposed to be, that is they were in drug 

treatment session, or went to school or a job,’” (Anderson). Unlike the juvenile users, 

the ankle monitor was created to be innocent. We can call Gable’s experiment by what 

it was, an experiment. In 1972, the United States had “fewer than 350,000 people were 

being held in prisons and jails nationwide,” (Alexander 8). An indication of society 

moving past the need of electronic monitoring. However, almost a decade later, the 

technology fell back into favor amongst a district judge from Arizona, Judge L. Love, 

who wanted to invest in technology to combat a rise of incarceration. A sudden turn 

from the original indication of a decrease in the 70s. Due to a lack of funding, electronic 

monitoring tried to expand, but in many instances, failed. Gable thought, “Perhaps the 

inventors lack adequate capital, judicial backing, engineering skill, salesmanship, or 

simply have other competing demands and interests,” (7). In present day though, 

companies like BI Incorporated and Satellite Tracking of People remain large and 

prominent in the prison industrial complex. 



 Norombaba 23 

 After the technology behind electronic monitoring evolved to use GPS, and the 

devices typically deployed to monitor individuals, ankle monitors transformed into a 

convenient accessory to incarceration. In practice, there are cases exist where 

electronic monitoring benefits society. As a board member of the American Parole and 

Probation, Joseph Russo says, “…electronic monitors can be a reliable tool for tracking 

offenders who need a high level of supervision and they can help link people to crimes,” 

(Glasser). However, exploring electronic monitoring and ankle monitors at hand requires 

viewing the idea through the scope of a large problem within the criminal justice system, 

mass incarceration. Because the United States has a large population of incarcerated 

individuals, the technology will be heavily discussed as a harmful counterpart, 

encapsulating those caught in the crossfire of those who possibly require actual 

incarceration. Electronic monitoring expands incarceration by imposing control beyond 

pre-defined prison and jail cells by preventing individuals from assimilating within 

contemporary society. Users are shackled within society, a consequence of disorderly 

legislation and social norms, intensified by the growing prison population of the United 

States. 

Behind Invisible Bars: Who’s Under Electronic Monitoring? 

The number behind electronic monitoring is not certain, as the data collected is 

inconsistent. Kate Weisburd and law students in a Georgia Washington Law School 

publication note there were 131,000 monitored induvial in 2015, however, “[t]he number 

of people on monitors today is likely much higher, as monitoring is also used to track 
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people in the juvenile justice 

system and in immigration pro-

ceedings,” (3). Recently, “In 2017, 

there were roughly 10,000 unique 

young people on [electronic 

monitoring] in the California 

juvenile justice system,” (Crump 

and Gandhi 5). Of those roughly 

10,000, a large portion of the 

juveniles are from Los Angeles 

(see graph 1). Juvenile 

delinquents were originally the 

demographic when Robert Gable 

experimented with ankle monitors, 

and today, contribute to the large 

population of those incarcerated. 

Data representing those under 

electronic monitoring is unique 

because of the outliers like 

juvenile delinquents. The 

unaccounted growth of these populations questions the contribution of the juvenile and 

other possible populations when considering the magnitude of mass incarceration. 

Graph 1. A breakdown of the juveniles on 

electronic monitoring in California, amounting to 

over 10,000 individuals from: Catherine Crump 

and Amisha Gandhi. "Electronic Monitoring of 

Youth in the California Justice System." Berkley 

Law, 16 Nov. 2020. www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2020/11/Samuelson-Electronic-

Monitoring-Youth-California-Addl-Data-

11_2020.pdf. 
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Within Wayne County, Black Americans are overrepresented in the incarcerated 

population, even while under electronic monitoring. According to the Vera Institute of 

Justice, “Black people are 3.5 times more likely than white people to be in the jail and 

two times more likely to be under electronic monitoring,” in Wayne County, Michigan 

(Cross et al.) Through the lens of mass incarceration, alternatively imprisoning Black 

individuals through ankle monitoring does not solve the structural and racial issues 

within the criminal system. After a period of alternate incarceration, individuals are still 

subject to the same post-incarceration effects and prejudices exhorted by society. 

Especially with the existing stigma and stereotypes attributed with the Black community, 

created by the same system attempting to solve itself. Ankle monitors as an alternative 

means of incarceration is still incarceration. They only expand the issue as the structural 

and societal racism experienced by Black individuals in the criminal justice system 

remains mostly untouched. 

With juveniles and people of color, immigrants are also electronically monitored, 

further entangled within the United States’ immigration and incarceration system. Sarah 

Betancourt for The Guardian reported on the trauma immigrants experience under 

electronic surveillance, intensifying amid the stresses of the immigration system, within 

the system of mass incarceration. Attributed to the monitors themselves, “Many 

immigrants report difficulty sleeping because of the lights, alarm sounds and vibrations 

from the monitor’s battery, and the fear that it isn’t properly charged, which could lead to 

a call or visit from ICE,” (Betancourt). As an alternative to incarceration, electronic 

monitoring poses greater risks to individuals already displaced in the United States 

because of their immigration status. Some may be ostracized from society through 
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incarceration through transit, through the identifiable ankle monitor, or a combination of 

both. Subjected to control, immigrants under electronic monitoring only experience 

additional uncertainty on top of their current situation.  

Blurred Lines: The Results of Electronic Monitoring 

Individuals under electronic monitoring typically experience discrimination within 

society, as they carry a criminal record along with their alternative sentence. In 

discussing the stigma and collateral consequences of electronic home monitoring, 

Gabriella Kirk argues how user’s perceptions between actual incarceration and 

alternative incarceration demean the experience of the latter, in a study with thirty 

individuals from Chicago. Kirk also discusses how criminal conviction and the restriction 

of movement disrupted users from participating in society. Andrew, an interviewee of 

Kirk, was fired after his employer would not tolerate the restriction of his movement, 

because of police finding drugs with him in a friend’s car; “His subsequent financial 

struggles had repercussions for his housing stability, his ability to rely on social ties, and 

his emotional well-being,” (Kirk 651). Electronic surveillance allows individuals to be 

ostracized by society, paying the price as the inability to work harms an adult’s ability to 

exist and function within contemporary society. In the case of Andrew, the 

consequences of the alternative punishment of at-home monitoring went beyond the 

initial conviction, especially as his case was later dropped. Electronic monitoring 

expects users to function within society, separated from incarcerated individuals. 

However, both parties under the same system of incarceration will experience the 

consequences of carrying the label of “criminal” with the key difference of electronicky 
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monitored individuals experiencing the discrimination while carrying their sentence, 

instead of after.  

Confusing rules and legislation also complicate the sentence of monitored 

individual, stemming from the authority of law enforcement. Reporting on an increase of 

electronic monitoring during the Coronavirus pandemic, April Glaser for NBC News 

highlights the experience of a formerly incarcerated Evelyn Canal turned activist for 

criminalized youth. Speaking with NBC News, Canal recounts two instances of being 

punished for “‘…charging [her] ankle monitor one minute late…’” and for needing to 

evacuate a building due to a fire (Glaser). Gabriella Kirk also noted within Cook County, 

“respondents… were given a variety of instructions that often did not line up with official 

program descriptions,” (646). Users under surveillance are conditioned to obey the 

terms of their sentencing, for possible fear of retaliation or further punishment. 

Weisburd, also mentioned by Glaser, synthesized the issues of and discussed the 

actions of the stakeholders of electronic monitoring. Discussing the vagueness of rules, 

the ambiguity of responses to violation, Weisburd uses Idaho’s rules as an example, 

stating:   

‘Failure to comply with any of the following conditions is considered a violation of 

this agreement and your probation or parole supervision. Violations will be 

addressed by your supervising officer, which may result in a violation of your 

probation or parole and a term of incarceration,’ (Weisburd et al. 21) 

Under the discretion of law enforcement individuals and involved parties like the 

electronic monitoring company who deploys the technology, individuals can remain 

incarcerated in unique situations unlike those typically occurring within prisons or jails. 
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Either instance, individuals are under the discretion of law enforcement, with the chance 

to be kept in control within the system of criminality remaining equal. 

Stemming from the authority of monitoring companies, contracted with law 

enforcement agencies, high user fees for surveillance prey on monitored induvial. 

Exploring the complex rules established within different regions and the harmful 

disruptions imposed upon users, Kate Weisburd and the law students at George 

Washington University Law School also concluded how users are charged “often 

expensive” fees, like in Sacramento, where a self-employed individual is charged a daily 

fee of “$47.00” (Weisburd et al. 15). With users charged at high amounts, law 

enforcement agencies can pay large amounts to monitoring companies (see table 1). 

Elaborated well by James Kilgore, “Moreover, as in the case of prison ownership and 

management, the private firms’ presence would be dominated by a fundamental conflict 

Table 1 

Maximum Cost Agencies are Charged for Electronic Surveillance Services. 

Source: Weisburd, Kate, et al. Electronic Prisons: The Operation of Ankle 

Monitoring in the Criminal Legal System. 41st ed., vol. 2021, 

George Washington University Law School, Public Law & Legal 

Theory Research Paper Series, 2021, 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3930296. 
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of interest—the need to maximize profits by keeping as many people under their control 

for as long as possible, hardly in keeping with notions of rehabilitation or any rights of 

the convicted,” (136). Because private companies and prisons rely on profit to operate, 

the exploitative nature of these user fees complicates the intent and purpose of ankle 

monitors within the criminal system on both the prison and the private corporation. 

Surveillance creates a financial enclosure for users. As when users are unable to afford 

user fees, and are unable to maintain job insecurity, the resulting financial burden is 

punitive.  

  Returning to what the ankle monitor’s creator, Robert Gable, told NPR, 

“Unfortunately, electronic technology has gone to punishment instead of the use of 

positive reinforcement,” (Anderson). Those under electronic monitoring are a part of the 

growing number of incarcerated individuals within the United States. Uniformly 

unaccounted for, their number can only grow within and along the issue of mass 

incarceration. The rules set by agencies punish users, and society ostracizes the 

monitored, treating them with their incarcerated counterpart as equal. What electronic 

monitoring changed was the border of what society considers a prison or jail cell, but 

what continued is the expansion, the addition to a system that continues to grow within 

the United States. As the word incarceration remains true and brutal in the United 

States, shackled within society are those incarcerated and monitored through an ankle 

monitor. 
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