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Abstract 

Criminalizing crimes or infractions motivated by poverty perpetuates the poverty cycle 

and hinders mobility toward financial stability. Crimes of desperation, or impoverished people’s 

crimes motivated by survival, are unjustly criminalized. Crimes of cultivation, or impoverished 

people’s crimes motivated by biased self-perception, contribute to the criminogenic nature of 

poverty. Court fines and fees create revenue off of the poor and criminalize people simply for 

their poverty. In tandem, these three intersections of criminality and poverty stifle the financial 

opportunity and well-being of people in poverty in the United States. 

 

Introduction 

Despite economic growth throughout the 20th and 21st century, the American cycle of 

poverty has persisted (Edelman 2012). The multi-faceted criminalization of poverty is partly 

responsible for this persistence. Criminalizing crimes or infractions motivated by poverty 

perpetuates the poverty cycle and hinders mobility toward financial stability. Crimes of 

desperation, or impoverished people’s crimes motivated by survival, are unjustly criminalized. 

Crimes of cultivation, or impoverished people’s crimes motivated by biased self-perception, 

contribute to the criminogenic nature of poverty. Court fines and fees create revenue off of the 

poor and criminalize people simply for their poverty. In tandem, these three intersections of 

criminality and poverty stifle the financial opportunity and well-being of people in poverty in the 

United States. Municipal judges proper handling of cases with poor defendants can address the 

problems of criminalizing crimes of desperation. The expansion of Project Head Start could 

address the problem of biased self-perception and low achievement leading to crimes of 
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cultivation. Reducing the criminality of poverty can be an important step in ending poverty in the 

United States.  

The Poverty Cycle in the United States 

The United States of America may be a rich nation, but poverty in America continues to 

affect individuals and families, impacting health and wellness, opportunity, and overall quality of 

life for many Americans. 14 percent of Americans, or 43.1 million people, were impoverished in 

2016 (UC Davis 2018). 45.6 percent of those in poverty, or 18.5 million people, were in deep 

poverty, and that number has been generally rising throughout the 21st century (UC Davis 2018). 

The poverty we see in the United States is mostly intergenerational, creating a cycle where those 

born in poverty are not able to mobilize out of poverty and the cycle of poverty continues 

throughout generations. Poverty does not affect all groups equally and the manifestation of 

poverty is different today than it was 40 years ago. In the 1970s, poverty was highly concentrated 

among the elderly (Edelman 2012). Indexing Social security payments to inflation in the early 

1970s and the enactment of Social Security Income were concerted government efforts to target 

poverty among the elderly that were effective, today’s elderly are much less poor (Edelman 

2012). Children are now the age group most affected by poverty, particularly children with one 

parent, most often single mothers. American poverty is also highly racialized. White people 

make up the majority of those in poverty. However, poverty is disproportionately present among 

people of color. African American people, Latinx people, and Native American people are poor 

at about three times the rate of white people (Edelman 2012). Such a disparity suggests overt and 

subtle discrimination and injustices are at play in the American poverty cycle. These injustices 

are found in public institutions, particularly the criminal justice system. The criminal justice 
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system has historically been and continues to be an unjust American institution that harms the 

well-being of communities of color, particularly the Black community (Shapiro 2004).  

The often discussed explanations for the persistence of American poverty are distinct but 

all interrelated, many feeding off each other. Firstly, American innovation has left low-skill 

workers in the dust. Once the ability to automate routine tasks came about, automation combined 

with outsourcing jobs overseas meant well-paying low-skill jobs essentially disappeared and 

low-skill workers were out of the job, sometimes able to find low-wage work and sometimes not. 

This productivity shift in the economy brought economic gains, but at the cost of the financial 

well being of many Americans. These gains went to those at the top of the financial ladder, the 

upper class and one percent, and for the most part have remained there. A high concentration of 

economic and political power at the top has allowed the wealth to remain there, even though the 

productivity of low-wage workers is what produced that wealth. A shift in family structure is 

another underlying enabler of poverty persistence. Along with the shift in the economy came an 

increase in the number of families with one parent. A family relying on one wage, particularly a 

low-wage as is common following the economic shift, is going to have difficulty staying above 

the poverty line. Inequalities exacerbate this for many groups. Gender pay inequality means 

single women are worse off than single men as their wage is likely to be lower due to gender 

inequality. Racial inequality means people of color are worse off for a multitude of reasons, 

including pay gaps and employment discrimination (Bertrand & Mullainathan 2003). The 

intersection of these inequalities is most devastating for single women of color with children to 

provide for.  
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The context of poverty in America is closely related to the vast wealth inequality gap and 

systemic, long-term inequalities and injustices that render a sense of unethicalness present in the 

particular American context of poverty. The comparatively high rate of poverty among black 

Americans in particular stems from deeply rooted inequality tracing back to the forced migration 

of African people to the country and the centuries of slavery that ensued. Slavery, segregation, 

black disenfranchisement, and repression limited the opportunity for financial growth for black 

families and continues to impact impoverished black families today. In relation to this, 

sociologist James Short writes: “African Americans have the especially distinct legacy of slavery 

and its aftermath of persistent and debilitating racial prejudice and discrimination. The full 

implications of that legacy continue to be debated, but the uniqueness and severity of this legacy 

can hardly be denied” (Short 1997). Family inheritance and continuing racial discrimination in 

crucial areas such as homeownership, education, and employment are continued problem that 

impact poverty and are rooted in injustice (Shapiro 2004). The historic context of poverty in 

black communities is important to consider in later discussion of criminalization, ethics of 

criminalization, and justifications for decarceration efforts.  

Race, Poverty, and the Criminal Justice System 

Racism, poverty, and criminal injustice are circular issues that all depend on one another. 

To discuss one of these issues sans the other is an incomprehensive discussion. The 

criminalization of poor people and people of color in the United States is closely related to the 

perpetuation of poverty. Poverty is criminogenic (Edelman 2013, Short 1997, Rosenfeld et al 

2013, Ewing 2017). Poverty feeds the criminal justice system and the criminal justice system 

feeds poverty. Higher rates of poverty are correlated with higher rates of crime. There are three 
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reasons for this that I will explore. The first is the systematic criminalization of poverty through 

“poverty violations,” court fines, fees, and the system of bail. People can be arrested for their 

inability to pay for things, such as license renewals, and then wind up in further legal trouble for 

their inability to pay fines and fees to the court. The system of bail advantages those with the 

financial capabilities to pay the courts while poor and impoverished people are left behind bars 

simply for their lack of funds. The second reason is the higher likelihood of crimes of 

desperation among the impoverished. This is particularly relevant to those affected by the hunger 

epidemic that may be forced to steal food to survive, a perhaps unexpectedly common 

occurrence in the United States. Crimes of desperation are motivated by survival and are 

perpetrated by those that are out of options, such as a single mother of color impacted by the 

American system of poverty that has no way to feed her children. The third, and most abstract 

reason, is the criminal attitude that often develops due to growing up in poverty. The associated 

crimes with this criminal attitude are results of an impoverished state affecting perceived life 

options and therefore resigning agency and developing attitudes and beliefs that a criminal 

lifestyle is the best available option. I’m calling these crimes of cultivation. Crimes of cultivation 

may be violent crime, drug crimes, petty crimes, misdemeanors, or any other sort of crime.  

Criminalization of Poverty 

The Hunger Epidemic and Crimes of Desperation 

Food insecurity is an inherent byproduct of poverty. When someone doesn’t have enough 

to survive, it may seem that deviance is the sole option accessible in order to survive, if even for 

a short time. Food is a need that regularly requires replenishing and many people and families 

affected by poverty have problems accessing food at all times. In a 2007 survey, researchers 
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found 11.1 percent of American households were food insecure at least some times during the 

year due to lack of funds and other resources to acquire food (Noyes 2010). The American 

hunger epidemic is growing and government assistance programs, such as SNAP, are not always 

accessible or adequate (Schwartz-Nobel 2002). 

In situations such as these, where there’s no food on the table and no ability to purchase 

the food, people, particularly parents, may resort to theft. Take Theresa West, for example. 

Theresa is a single mother of 3 children in North Carolina (Athans 2018). Being a single earner 

for a family with a low-wage job, her life and well-being is impacted by the shift in the 

American economy to low-wage work and the shift in family structure with the increase of 

families headed by single mothers. West had no money to purchase food and neither her nor her 

children had eaten in three days. She called local churches and networks looking for assistance, 

but nothing came of it. While being interviewed by a local news team, West said: “We called the 

churches and everything and everyone was like ‘We go through Interfaith Council [a local 

nonprofit combating poverty, hunger, and homelessness], we go through this and go through 

that’ and nobody would give us anything. We had nothing.” (Athans 2018). It was then that West 

decided to steal to feed her children. She was caught at the local Food Lion, a national grocery 

chain store, attempting to steal $36 worth of groceries. This is what could be called a crime of 

desperation. Crimes of desperation are motivated by poverty and are committed with the goal of 

survival. It is my argument that the criminalization of crimes of desperation is unjust because of 

societal complicitness in the crime (Tadros 2009). As perpetuators of poverty, American 

government and society’s complicitness in the motivator of the crime mitigates the 

blameworthiness and criminal responsibility of crimes of desperation, such that of Theresa 
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West’s. It is for this reason that perpetrators of palatable cases of crimes of desperation can be 

viewed in a positive light despite their objective wrongdoing. As philosopher Tadros states: 

“Some poor people are justified in committing some of the crimes that they commit. In extremis, 

poor people may be justified in taking food from others in order to prevent themselves from 

starving. They may well be justified in doing more than that. They may be entitled to take goods 

from other people who have more than their fair share of wealth. By doing so, they may move 

the distribution of wealth in the direction of justice, and they may be at least entitled to do that. If 

that is true, while they are responsible for stealing, they are entitled to a justification defense, and 

hence they are not criminally responsible for what they have done” (Tadros 2009). 

The mitigation of criminal responsibility in the case of crimes of desperation was brought 

to Italian court in 2011. Italian homeless man Roman Ostriakov was caught stealing sausage and 

cheese, together valued at less than $5, from a supermarket. Another shopper saw him and 

reported the theft to store security. Ostriakov was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to six 

months in jail. Five years after the theft, however, the Italy’s highest court overturned 

Ostriakov’s conviction. Upon an appeal, the Supreme Court of Cessation decided that his theft 

did not constitute a crime and ruled: “The condition of the defendant, and the circumstances in 

which the seizure of merchandise took place, prove that he took possession of that small amount 

of food in the face of an immediate and essential need for nourishment, acting therefore in a state 

of necessity” (Moisescu 2016). This court decision supports the argument that criminalizing 

crimes of desperation is an unjust practice on the grounds that the thief cannot be blamed, as 

their wrongdoing is justified and also motivated by societal injustice. 

Criminal Attitudes 
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Poor economic conditions and violence have a statistically significant positive 

correlational relationship (Rosenfeld et al. 2013). Those in poverty, particularly impoverished 

men of color, have high crime rates (Rosenfeld et al. 2013). This relationship can be explained 

with psychological influences that middle class or high-income people do not experience during 

childhood and adolescent development. Inequities in the public education system, child rearing 

practices, and societal perception of the poor all contribute to impoverished people’s biased 

self-perception and perception of options that lead to the adoption of criminal lifestyles. 

The education system in the United States serves different populations of students to 

different levels of effectiveness. There exists an racial and economic achievement gap in test 

scores among students at all grades in the K-12 system (Coleman 1966, Gorski 2018). White, 

non-impoverished students perform often grade levels above their disadvantaged peers. Reasons 

for these gaps in achievement include biased curriculum, inequitable school resource 

distribution, inequitable teacher allocation models, school resegregation, teacher and 

administrative racial biases, and others, but education policy researchers have argued that family 

resources is the largest indicator of student success (Hanushek 2016). To put it simply, poor 

students aren’t succeeding. Referencing the famous 1966 Coleman Report on education 

inequities, Hanushek updates the Coleman claims relating to family background and student 

success: “The finding in the Coleman Report that family-background factors powerfully affect 

student achievement is not and never has been disputed. Virtually all subsequent analyses have 

found measures of family background (income, parents’ education, family structure, and so 

forth) to be a significant explanation of achievement differences” (Hanushek 2016).  
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A primary reason for this is that family income has significant impact on quality of early 

childhood education. Many poor children may not be enrolled in an early childhood education 

institution at all. These early developmental years for children are crucial but a lack of universal 

pre-schooling in the United States leaves many children in the dust. Children that can’t afford to 

attend pre-school, particularly a pre-school with intentional curriculum to foster cognitive, 

physical, linguistic, emotional, and social development, are entering kindergarten already well 

behind students that could afford a good pre-school. There is not much opportunity for the poor 

students to catch up. These statistics showcase the early developmental differences among black 

and white students, but income level is similarly correlated: “By age 2, disparities already show 

between black and white children. Fewer black children demonstrate proficiency in development 

skills such as receptive vocabulary, expressive vocabulary, matching, early counting, math, color 

knowledge, numbers and shapes. While 91 percent of white children aged 3 to 5 who weren’t 

enrolled in kindergarten were read to by family members three or more times per week, 78 

percent of black children were read to with the same frequency” (Cook 2015). Bias in school 

discipline policies also contribute to the school-to-prison pipeline, pushing low-income and 

minority students toward a deviant lifestyle (Jensen 2009). It is for these reasons that children of 

poverty are disadvantaged in the public education system. 

Middle class families transmit social advantages to their children that shape student 

behavior and achievement in school (Lareau 2002). In looking for child-rearing differences in 

black and white families, Annette Lareau found that family social class impacting type of 

child-rearing more than race. She categorized practices found in the type of child-rearing most 

present in middle-class families as “concerted cultivation” and the type of child-rearing most 
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present in working-class families as “accomplishment of natural growth.” She explains: 

“Middle-class parents engage in concerted cultivation by attempting to foster children's talents 

through organized leisure activities and extensive reasoning. Working-class and poor parents 

engage in the accomplishment of natural growth, providing the conditions under which children 

can grow but leaving leisure activities to children themselves. These parents also use directives 

rather than reasoning. Middle-class children, both white and black, gain an emerging sense of 

entitlement from their family life. Race had much less impact than social class.” (Lareau 2002). 

Each approach has distinct differences in key elements, organization of daily life, language use, 

social connections, interventions in institutions, and consequences. The concerted cultivation 

approach has elements such as (1) the parent actively fostering and assessing their child’s talents, 

opinions, and skills, (2) multiple child leisure activities orchestrated by adults, (3) reasoning and 

directive language use with child contestation of adult statements and extended negotiations 

between parents and children, (4) weak extended family ties and child often in homogenous age 

groupings, and (5) parent criticisms and interventions on behalf of their child and training of 

child to intervene on their own behalf. All of these elements consequence in an emerging sense 

of entitlement on the part of the child in non-poor families. Contrastingly, the accomplishment of 

natural growth approach has elements such as (1) parent caring for child and allowing for child 

to grow, (2) child “hanging out,” particularly with kin, (3) directive language use with child 

questioning or challenging adults a rarity and general acceptance of directives by child, (4) 

strong extended family ties and child often in heterogenous age groupings, and (5) family 

dependence on institutions, a sense of powerlessness and frustration toward institutions and 
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conflict between child-rearing practices at home and at school. All of these elements 

consequence in an emerging sense of constraint on the part of the child in poor families.  

These differences in child-rearing practices and school achievement are important in 

determining opportunity- or at least perception of opportunity. Society’s low expectations of the 

poor (Edelman 2017) and emerging sense of constraint as a result as accomplishment of natural 

growth child-rearing approach in poor families create a biased perception of self-identity in those 

affected by poverty and leads to belief in a lack of agency in life and submission to the accessible 

and seemingly exclusive option for a lifepath: criminal behavior. Teachers, institutions, peers, 

and family members expect children from poor backgrounds to be uneducated and deviant and 

project this ideal, likely unknowingly, so intensely during development that the person 

internalizes this belief themself, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy. These crimes are crimes of 

cultivation. Crimes of cultivation, like crimes of desperation, are products of poverty but in a 

more complex and deeply-rooted.  

Poverty Violations and Court Fines 

Following an arrest, someone in poverty faces a web of obstacles that their poverty 

brings. A person’s poverty is a major disadvantage if trying to navigate the system. They may 

have even been arrested for their poverty, either directly with a crime of desperation or a poverty 

violation, or indirectly, with a crime of cultivation. A poverty violation is an unofficial term for 

crimes such as driving with a suspended license, expired plates, expired registration, or a failure 

to provide proof of insurance (Balko 2014). Driving with a suspended license is a particularly 

common arrest for those in poverty as many rely on their cars for transportation to work but may 

not be able to afford the upkeep of driving legally by renewing licenses and tags or paying for 
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mandated car insurance. Such was the case for St. Louis resident Nicole Bolden. Bolden, a single 

woman of color with four young children, was arrested after a collision (in which she was not at 

at fault) for outstanding warrants for failure to pay fines for driving with a suspended license, 

failure to pay a past speeding ticket fine, and a few other poverty violations (Balko 2014). Her 

bond was set to $1700 dollars, something she certainly could not pay. There was no one to care 

for her children and while in jail she missed a job interview and fell behind in her paralegal 

coursework, furthering her into the hole of her poverty. Nicole Bolden’s home county was 

making money off her and people like her. “Some of the towns in St. Louis County can derive 40 

percent or more of their annual revenue from the petty fines and fees collected by their municipal 

courts. A majority of these fines are for traffic offenses, but they can also include fines for 

fare-hopping on MetroLink (St. Louis’s light rail system), loud music and other noise ordinance 

violations, zoning violations for uncut grass or unkempt property, violations of occupancy permit 

restrictions, trespassing, wearing “saggy pants,” business license violations and vague infractions 

such as “disturbing the peace” or “affray” that give police officers a great deal of discretion to 

look for other violations” (Balko 2014). Nicole Bolden’s experience with the courts are not 

unique. Vera Cheek, a resident of Bainbridge, Georgia, an unemployed single woman of color 

caring for her terminally ill father, was hit with fine after fine after being ticketed for rolling 

through a stop sign (Edelman 2017). She was threatened with jail time for failure to pay her 

hundreds of dollars in fines but could not pay. She was held in a cell, where “there were cells on 

both sides of the room and there was a parade of people paying money to the lady. They were all 

black. It was like the twilight zone, totally mind-boggling,” she said (Edelman 2017).  
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In a report released by the North Carolina Poverty Research Fund, dozens of  interviews 

with poor North Carolina residents further showcase this issue (Hunt & Nichol 2017). One 

interview was with a married couple in their early to mid-thirties, Jill and Alex. Jill and Alex are 

the parents of two young toddlers. To avoid the high cost of daycare, Jill cares for her children 

and Alex works full-time in a restaurant. They share a cell phone and cannot afford a car. Jill 

pled guilty earlier this year to misdemeanor larceny, the context of her theft was not discussed. 

But it is the common aftermath of the arrest that speaks to a larger problem with the criminal 

justice system in it’s treatment of those in poverty or near poverty. After accepting Jill’s plea, the 

court charged $560 to Jill in fines and fees and gave her six months to pay. A failure to pay 

would be a violation of her probation. When asked in the interview if she would be able to pay 

those fines and fees, she responded: “absolutely not, I will probably end up violating… We don’t 

even have a hundred dollars to spare” (Hunt & Nichol 2017). The day she appeared in court, Jill 

had to arrive at 9am and her case wasn’t called until around 5pm, so she had to bring her children 

to court with her. They couldn’t afford to eat at a restaurant within walking distance so Jill and 

her children went without lunch. If Jill is incarcerated for failure to pay court fees, as she has 

been before for about ten days at a time, despite it being unconstitutional, her husband will be 

forced to quit his job to care for their children, furthering their financial instability and risking 

their home.  

Nicole Bolden’s, Vera Cheek’s, and Jill’s days in court would have gone very differently 

if they were not affected by poverty. The day, and the fines and fees, would have been a 

nuisance, a major inconvenience for those not financially struggling. But for these women and 

more people like them, that arrest and all that follows are devastating for her and her children. 
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Jill has a husband to help provide for her children; for single mothers like Nicole Bolden the 

burdens may be even heavier. These stories are commonplace and are not limited to only some 

regions or states, it’s a nationwide problem. In 2016, the United States Justice Department 

released a letter advising local courts to cease criminalizing failure to pay fines (Zapotosky 

2016). Written by the head of the department’s Civil Rights Division, Vanita Gupta, and Office 

for Access to Justice’s director Lisa Foster, the letter warned: “Individuals may confront 

escalating debt; face repeated, unnecessary incarceration for nonpayment despite posing no 

danger to the community; lose their jobs; and become trapped in cycles of poverty that can be 

nearly impossible to escape. Furthermore, in addition to being unlawful, to the extent that these 

practices are geared not toward addressing public safety, but rather toward raising revenue, they 

can cast doubt on the impartiality of the tribunal and erode trust between local governments and 

their constituents” (Foster & Gupta 2016). The system of bail is similarly problematic. Judge 

Jonathan Lippman, a top New York judge, critiqued the bail system, saying: “the bail system in 

New York is unfair to the poor, because they often cannot post bail and thus remain behind bars 

until their court date - even if their alleged offenses are relatively minor. The system as it now 

stands strips our justice system of its credibility" (Montopoli 2013).  

Citing the equal protection clause of the 14th amendment, the Supreme Court decided jail 

time was not proper punishment for fine-only criminal cases in the 1971 case Tate v. Short (Tate 

v. Short 2017). However, as evidenced by stories like those above and the need for the Justice 

Department’s letter of warning, municipalities have disregarded the unconstitutionality of 

criminalizing fine-only crimes for the sake of earning revenue. Inflicting fines and fees for 

crimes (particularly those that occurred as a result of someone’s state of poverty), criminalizing 
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the inability to pay those fines, and requiring money for bail to be released all criminalize people 

for their poverty and perpetuate the cycle of poverty in the United States. 

Steps Toward Decriminalization of Poverty 

Judges and Discretion 

In combating injustices in the criminal justice system, judges can utilize their power in 

cases involving crimes of desperation, poverty violations, and fine-only crimes as a short-term 

solution possible without major system reform, an option with usually low administrative and 

political feasibility. Judge Ed Spillane’s treatment of such cases is a model for how all judges 

could rule cases involving impoverished parties in an effort to increase justice. Judge Ed Spillane 

is the presiding judge of the College Station Municipal Court and president of the Texas 

Municipal Courts Association (Spillane 2016). He writes: “ I see 10 to 12 defendants each day 

who were arrested on fine-only charges: things like public intoxication, shoplifting, disorderly 

conduct and traffic offenses. Many of these people, like Melissa, have no money to pay their 

fines, let alone hire a lawyer” (Spillane 2016). To handle these cases, Judge Spillane ensures that 

defendants be allowed to argue economic hardship at an indigency meeting. These meetings are 

constitutionally required but are often not held due to the court’s limited time and resources. 

Following the establishment of indigency, judges can be more creative with their sentencing and 

move beyond sentences such as jail, fines, or suspending drivers licenses, all of which perpetuate 

the persistence of poverty in a defendant’s life. Judge Spillane chooses to order community 

service at a local non-profit or government entity. Doing so greatly reduces the problems 

associated with going to court when impoverished, and may even preventatively combat crimes 
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of cultivation as community service can boost defendant’s self-esteem and sense of purpose in 

the world (Edelman 2017).  

Community service may not be a fair option for parents that need to be home in the 

evenings to care for their children and cannot afford childcare to leave to go do community 

service. In cases such as these, Judge Spillane sets up small payment plans if feasible for the 

defendant. If not feasible, the fine is waived with the condition that the defendant takes a public 

safety class relating to their infraction, thus reducing the likelihood of repeated infractions and 

more visits to the courtroom.  

Public Education System as Solution 

The Economic Policy Institute’s Richard Rothstein has argued that “the influence of 

social class characteristics is probably so powerful that schools cannot overcome it, no matter 

how well trained are their teachers and no matter how well designed are their instructional 

programs and climates” (Hanushek 2016). Rothstein may be correct about the intensity of the 

influence of social class characteristics, but I put forth a suggestion that can certainly be of great 

help to low-income and impoverished students. While potentially costly and burdensome to 

implement, I recommend a major expansion of Project Head Start in the hopes of reducing 

self-identity bias and achievement gaps, and therefore limited opportunity, and therefore crimes 

of cultivation, and therefore the criminalization of poverty, and therefore the American poverty 

cycle.  

Project Head Start was federally launched in 1965 in an effort to increase accessibility to 

preschool for low-income children. In terms of combating poverty, Head Start is effective (Puma 

et al. 2006, Replogle 1995, Ritchie & Gutman 2014). The program not only increases access to 
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early childhood education, but provides family supports and services. Outcomes of Head Start 

include positive impact on children’s cognitive development, children’s social-emotional 

development, children’s health status and parents’ parenting practices (Puma et al. 2006). 

Increased budgeting toward Project Head Start would allow for regional expansions, particularly 

in rural areas, and widening eligibility requirements in order to serve more low-income families. 

Conclusion 

Poverty’s intersection with the criminal justice system is problematic, unjust, and 

devastating for many facing poverty, particularly single women of color with dependents. The 

multi-faceted manner in which a life of poverty brings interaction with the criminal justice 

system requires a multi-faceted approach to address different aggrivators of the criminality of 

poverty. Individual municipal judges and the public education system can be key players in 

de-criminalizing poverty; both of these potential solutions address very different aspects of the 

criminality of poverty and may be beneficial in the fight to end poverty in the United States.  
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