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Poetry is perhaps the most unexpected way of representing social concerns. “Incarceration Nation: Investigative Prison Poems of Hope and Terror” is a book by Stephen J. Hartnett. The book takes the form of cross-genre writing with poetry reflecting on the hopes and dreams of prisoners and their families while silently critiquing the prison industrial complex. The book provides a multifaceted, comprehensive, and multi-layered introduction to what according to Hartnett is investigative poetry. The themes of violence, punishment, and vengeance and the effects set the tone for the genre. Hartnett’s genre involves complex investigations from the very outset. In a way, the genre is also testimony regarding the conflict and tension emerging from the complex historical, and social setting of the prison in contemporary society. Hartnett genre takes the form of a poetic investigation that seeks to question aspects of social order in prison.    


Hartnett poetry also takes the form of a political genre where he addresses different subjects with different voices, moods, and thoughts. The genre consists of different opinions from historians and poets to investigate aspects of social order in prison. In writing, the author’s intention to accomplish the investigative prison poem by celebrating the embodied, wondered of life while also speaking of the experiences of prisoners is a limitation because the narration involves several aspects of research. On the other hand, this new genre and its features allow Hartnett to show his concern for social justice. The genre engages in a fight for social justice with a focus on eradicating symbolic domination, critiquing and to become the producer of a dominant debate.  The investigative poem uses several scholarly references and language to address the general social, cultural and historical setting of prison in contemporary society. 

Throughout his writing, Hartnett uses interplay of a scholar’s voice narration and that of a poet. In fact, the author includes a footnote from the academic citation that serves to connect the actions in the poem with general scholarly research. Thus, in many ways, Hartnett’s book is a scholarship that focuses on a larger community of scholars, poets, and researchers. While Hartnett’s scholarly attempts to incorporate poems and narrations, the intervention is not explicit. For example, in the poem, the writer uses notes from philosophers argument to make his point regarding the need for social justice. In more than one instance, the authors writing opens space for every aspect of scholarly, and the way they unfold is open possibilities in the poem.  

The strategies that Hartnett uses in his study are apparent. Even though keeping in play different styles of the poem and challenging aspects of reproduction, the author does not make explicit references in some studies. He, however, uses qualitative observations using playful, poetic forms in the attempt of challenging one aspect of the prison. While the essay is generally a poetic investigation, the author shows a strong desire for improving the apparatus of the prison by exposing the involved contradiction.   The move towards slowly taking on justice in Hartnett’s Incarceration Nation is evident. Meanwhile, through being reflexive about immersing poetic language, the author enters a less creative and a more imaginative representation. Hartnett refers to this form of writing as a persuasive way of employing ethnography autobiography and politics in investigative poetry.
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