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Abstract

What constitutes political discussion, and for whom? Measures of political discussion in Amer-
ican politics typically focus on government and elections and neglect the coercive “second face”
of the state. This paper expands this framework by identifying and measuring carceral political
discussion—discussion about policing and the criminal justice system. Drawing on original
survey data, I show that Black Americans report less conventional political discussion but
more carceral political discussion than white Americans, and that the two domains have dis-
tinct political correlates: conventional discussion is more consistently associated with internal
efficacy and voting, while carceral discussion is more consistently associated with linked fate
and protest. Standard measures thus provide an incomplete account of political discussion.

Who appears politically engaged depends on which face of the state researchers ask about.
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1 Introduction

Political discussion is a central object of study in political communication because it captures
how citizens encounter, process, and transmit understandings of public life. Yet measures of
political discussion often assume that the relevant domain of politics is uniform across citi-
zens. This paper challenges that assumption by examining whether what counts as “political
discussion” depends on which face of the state is in view. I argue that standard measures
capture electorally oriented discussion but overlook discussion of state coercion, yielding a
partial account that obscures how citizens engage with other forms of state authority.

This partial account reflects how political discussion is conventionally defined. Most
research defines political discussion as “conversation between citizens that deals with political
matters” (Conover and Miller 2018). This concept is viewed as central to democratic life
and underpins political knowledge, participation, and tolerance (Eveland and Thomson 2006}
Huckfeldt and Sprague [1995; Searing et al. 2007, Mutz 2006; Pattie and Johnston [2008).
Empirically, this concept has often been measured by asking respondents whether they discuss
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topics such as “politics,” “government,” or “elections.” This measurement approach provides
a valuable foundation for studying political engagement and illuminates what Soss and Weaver
(2017) describe as the “first face” of the state that operates through electoral-representative
processes. However, it does not capture discussion about the state’s carceral “second face”
that operates through institutions of policing and punishment.ﬂ

This paper addresses that gap by introducing carceral political discussion: informal
discussion among citizens about policing, courts, and punishment. This concept captures
engagement with a distinct domain of governance that operates through surveillance and
coercion rather than representation and participation. This distinction matters because ex-

posure to the first and second face of the state is unequal: members of marginalized groups

are more likely to encounter state coercion (Soss and Weaver 2017)), and measures that omit

My use of “first” and “second” face follows Soss and Weaver (2017)’s distinction between electoral-
representative and coercive dimensions of the state. This differs from Bachrach and Baratz (1962)’s classic
formulation, in which the “second face” of power refers to agenda control or the exclusion of issues from
political contestation.



this domain risk mischaracterizing and obscuring political talk among those most exposed to
coercive state authority.

I examine these dynamics in the context of Black and white Americans. Research
finds that white Americans are more likely to engage in political discussion and have larger
discussion networks than Black Americans (Leighley and Matsubayashi 2009; Verba, Burns,
and Schlozman [2003; Wong et al. 2011; Carlson, Abrajano, and Bedolla 2019). However,
these findings rely on conventional measures of political discussion. Because exposure to the
criminal legal system is racially disparate (Pettit and Western 2004} Pierson et al. 2020), I
expect a different pattern to emerge when discussion is measured in relation to the carceral
state. Specifically, I expect Black Americans to discuss policing and punishment more than
their white counterparts, producing a different racial pattern than the one observed with
conventional measures of political discussion.

Carceral discussion may also have distinct political correlates. Research on political
discussion typically emphasizes its democratic benefits: information exposure, improved rea-
soning, and political engagement (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995; Klofstad 2007; Searing et al.
2007). But discussion about coercive state authority may not operate in the same way. Talking
about policing and punishment may be associated with different political orientations because
it concerns a domain of the state that is often experienced through surveillance, discretion,
and force. At the same time, carceral discussion may also be associated with mobilization.
Like proximal carceral contact, discussion may reveal injustices and move people to action
(Walker [2020f Morris and Shoub [2024; Ang and Tebes 2024) [

To study these expectations, I adapt standard political discussion questions to capture
discussion across two domains of the state. Respondents are asked whether they talked with
anyone about government or elections and whether they talked with anyone about the police
or criminal justice system. I then use parallel measures to examine discussion participation,
discussion frequency, and number of discussion partners in each domain. This design allows

me to compare conventional and carceral political discussion directly, rather than treating

2This expectation does not assume a particular ideological direction. Carceral discussion could generate
support for less punitive policies or a reactionary response (Engelhardt 2021)).



discussion about government and elections as exhaustive of political talk.

The analyses proceed in three steps. First, I examine whether respondents already in-
clude the carceral state when asked what they talk about when they discuss politics. Using
an open-ended survey and a structural topic model, I show that respondents focus on the
“first face” of the state—politicians and parties, electoral issues, and participation—and that
carceral topics do not feature among the dominant topics of political discussion. This result
suggests that standard political discussion prompts do not reliably capture state coercion.
Second, I show that Black Americans report less conventional discussion but more carceral
discussion than white Americans. This pattern contrasts with established findings and in-
dicates that racial differences in political discussion depend on the domain of the state in
question. Third, I examine the correlates of each domain—mnot to establish causal effects,
but to show that carceral and conventional discussion correlate with distinct political ori-
entations. Conventional discussion is more consistently associated with internal efficacy and
voting, whereas carceral discussion is more consistently associated with linked fate and protest.
These findings add nuance to the view that political discussion generates political engagement
and voice (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995; Klofstad 2007; Klofstad 2010; Searing et al. 2007)).

The paper makes three contributions. First, it contributes to political communication
by showing that political discussion is not simply a general propensity to talk about politics,
but domain-specific communication organized around particular institutions, experiences, and
forms of state authority. Standard measures centered on elections and representative institu-
tions capture one communicative domain while overlooking discussion of the coercive state.
The paper therefore shifts attention from whether people discuss politics in general to how
political talk is structured by the domains of state authority that citizens encounter.

Second, the paper contributes to research on political engagement and measurement
by showing that standard measures of political discussion provide a partial account of en-
gagement. By incorporating discussion of state coercion, the analysis reveals patterns that
conventional measures obscure, including racial differences that vary across domains of the

state. More broadly, these findings suggest that commonly used measures of political engage-



ment embed a particular model of politics tied to electorally mediated institutions and can
therefore mischaracterize engagement under unequal exposure to state authority.

Third, the paper contributes to research on racial politics by using political discussion
as a case for revisiting the scope and meaning of core political concepts. The findings show
that political discussion is not a uniform form of engagement but varies in meaning and
distribution depending on the governance domain being measured. The paper thus joins a
growing literature showing that concepts such as knowledge, efficacy, participation norms,
and ideology can look and operate differently by race (Cohen and Luttig 2020; Pérez 2015}
Phoenix and Chan [2022; Anoll 2018; Jefferson [2024]).

Most broadly, this paper shows that unequal exposure to the state reshapes what counts
as political discussion. Although the empirical focus is on racial differences in discussion about
policing and punishment, the logic extends to other domains where the state can operate
through coercion or discretion, including immigration, welfare, and courts. For large segments
of the population, interactions with the state occur as often through these institutions as
through elections and representation. If political discussion is measured only with reference
to electoral institutions, then core inferences about who is engaged, how they are engaged,
and what discussion does will be systematically biased. The stakes are therefore broader than
the study of a single domain: they concern whether core concepts in political behavior and

communication capture the full range of how citizens encounter and interpret state authority.

2 Political Discussion Across Faces of the State

2.1 Political Discussion and Democratic Communication

Political theorists have long associated political discussion among citizens with a healthy
democracy (Habermas [1989; Mansbridge 2007; Dryzek [2002)). Moreover, empirical research
links political discussion to a range of important political attitudes and behaviors, including
political knowledge (Eveland and Thomson 2006; Eveland and Hively [2009), political and

civic engagement (Huckfeldt and Sprague [1995; Searing et al. [2007)), and tolerance (Mutz



2006; Pattie and Johnston 2008).

How might political discussion shape political outcomes? This literature proposes sev-
eral channels of influence (Eveland 2004). First, political discussion can expose participants
to new political information or provide additional exposure to political information of interest.
Second, the expectation of political discussion provides motivation to cognitively engage with
the discussion topic by deciding how it is relevant, noticing important issues, and developing
views that can be articulated to others. Third, the act of engaging in political discussion en-
courages cognitive engagement and information processing during the discussion itself. These
channels help explain why political discussion has been treated as central to democratic life:
it is one way citizens encounter, process, and communicate about public affairs.

Yet these expectations raise a prior conceptual question: what kinds of talk count as
political discussion? The literature typically treats political discussion as a general form of
democratic engagement, but the scope of this concept depends on the domain of politics being
measured. If political discussion is measured primarily as talk about elections, candidates,
or representative institutions, then it captures only one way citizens communicate about the
state. The question is not only whether people discuss politics but how scholarly measures

determine which forms of state authority become visible as politics in the first place.

2.2 The “First Face” of Political Discussion

Research on political discussion defines it as “spontaneous, unstructured face-to-face conver-
sation between citizens that deals with political matters” (Conover and Miller [2018). Mea-
sures of this concept typically ask if and with whom people discuss “politics” or “political
matters”—for instance, the ANES asks: “Do you ever discuss politics with your family or
friends?” More targeted examples include questions about the events of the “past election
year” (Huckfeldt and Sprague |1995), “local politics or community issues” (Kwak et al. |2005)),
and “national politics or national affairs” (Scheufele 2002)). I refer to this domain of discussion
as conventional political discussion.

These measures capture topics that are central to democratic politics. However, they



focus primarily on what Soss and Weaver (2017) describe as the “first face” of the state that
operates through elections, national branches of government, and representative institutions.
For many citizens, the state is not encountered primarily through elections or representa-
tive institutions. It is also encountered through institutions that exercise authority through
surveillance, coercion, and discretion. If measures of political discussion focus only on gov-
ernment and elections, they may mischaracterize political talk among those whose political

experiences are organized around other domains of state power.

2.3 The Carceral State as a Domain of Political Discussion

The carceral state is one such domain. Following Soss and Weaver (2017)), the carceral or
“second face” of the state exercises power through institutions of coercion and punishment,
including police, courts, prisons, and related institutions. These institutions shape the political
experiences of marginalized communities of color, who often encounter the government through
its coercive arm. Discussion about policing and punishment therefore concerns more than a
discrete policy issue. It concerns a domain of governance through which citizens encounter
and interpret state authority and discretion.

Importantly, this distinction is not simply between issue areas but between domains of
governance: conventional political discussion concerns institutions of representation, whereas
carceral political discussion concerns institutions of coercion. Many political issues—such
as abortion or welfare—can be incorporated into existing discussion measures as discrete
policy issues. By contrast, the carceral state is not a single issue but a set of institutions
through which the state exercises authority outside electoral channels. Discussion of policing
and punishment can include policy preferences, but it also includes discussion of coercive
encounters, perceived unequal treatment, institutional legitimacy, and the practical operation
of state authority in everyday life.

The empirical strategy below therefore compares discussion across two domains: one
organized around representation and elections, and another organized around coercion, dis-

cretion, and punishment. This comparison is useful because it does not require treating



carceral discussion as a replacement for conventional discussion. Instead, it asks whether po-
litical discussion varies across domains of the state. If conventional measures capture only one
domain, they may provide an incomplete picture of who discusses politics, what they discuss,
and which political attitudes and behaviors discussion is associated with.

This conceptual distinction is especially important in the context of racial inequality.
Exposure to the first and second face of the state is unequal. Measures of political discussion
are built around electoral institutions, yet members of marginalized groups are more likely
to encounter the state through its coercive arm (Soss and Weaver 2017; Lerman and Weaver
2014). When measures omit this domain, they risk mischaracterizing patterns of engagement
among those most exposed to state coercion. The implication is not only that some topics are
missing from standard measures, but that the domain structure of political discussion itself

may vary across racial groups.

2.4 Do Respondents Already Include the Carceral State When

Asked About Politics?

This conceptual distinction raises an important measurement question: when respondents
are asked about political discussion, do they include both domains of governance, or only
the electoral-representative domain? If respondents already include policing and punishment
when asked about political discussion, then existing measures may be broader than their
wording suggests. I address this possibility with an original survey of 1,400 white and Black
Americans collected on YouGov in October 2023

I first asked respondents: “From time to time, people discuss politics with other people.
During the last year, did you talk with anyone about politics or did you not do this with
anyone during the last year?” This produced an analytic sample of 1,106 respondents who
reported discussing politics in the past year and provided usable open-ended responsesf_f] I

then asked, “When you discussed politics with other people, what kinds of topics did you

3 Appendix provides descriptive statistics for the sample.
4This sample includes 612 white respondents and 494 Black respondents.



talk about? You should include all topics that you consider to be ‘political.” Please be as
detailed and thorough as possible.’ﬂ To analyze the responses, I estimate separate seven-topic
structural topic models for the full sample, white respondents, and Black respondentsﬁ

Figure [1| summarizes the topics recovered by these models, ordered by average topic
prevalence within each corpus. The results indicate that respondents primarily focus on the
“first face” of the state when asked what they talk about when they discuss politics. Across
the full sample, and separately for white and Black respondents, the dominant topics center
on politicians, parties, and electoral issues. Carceral themes—such as policing, courts, and
prisons—do not emerge as coherent dominant topics in any of the models. Although adjacent
terms such as “security” and “violence” appear among the highest-probability words for some
topics, they appear within broader topics about elections, immigration, rights, or current
public issues rather than as a distinct topic organized around policing or punishment.

This finding creates an apparent tension: if carceral topics do not emerge when respon-
dents are asked to describe what they discuss when they discuss “politics,” why treat them
as political discussion? I interpret this gap not as evidence that carceral topics are apolitical,
but as evidence that dominant conceptions of politics are anchored in the first face of the
state and therefore do not reliably capture discussion of coercive state authority. Rather than
omitting a marginal topic, standard measures systematically exclude discussion about a do-
main of governance that is politically consequential. That respondents do not spontaneously
classify these topics as “politics” is itself evidence of the measurement problem: standard mea-
sures of political discussion exclude domains of governance that structure how many citizens
encounter and interpret state authority. To be clear, this does not mean that respondents
never understand policing or punishment as political. The point is more specific: generic
political discussion prompts do not reliably elicit this domain. Existing measures therefore

risk mistaking an artifact of measurement for a difference in political engagement.

5T used the “politics” prompt rather than “government and elections” prompt because the former is broader
and more likely to elicit carceral topics if respondents spontaneously understand them as political.

6A structural topic model (STM) inductively identifies recurring themes in a text corpus using patterns of
word co-occurrence across documents. In Appendix I provide additional details on this analysis.



Figure 1: Top Topics in Open-Ended Reports of Political Discussion

Full Sample White Respondents Black Respondents

trump - president -
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Average topic prevalence

Notes: Bars show average topic prevalence from separate seven-topic structural topic models
estimated for the full sample, white respondents, and Black respondents. Topic labels report
the four highest-probability words for each topic.

3 Expectations for Discussion Across Domains

3.1 Racial Differences Across Discussion Domains

Incorporating the carceral state into measures of political discussion has implications for
how we understand racial patterns of political engagement. Most research finds that white
Americans are more likely to engage in political discussion and have larger discussion networks
than Black Americans (Leighley and Matsubayashi 2009, Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 2003}
Wong et al. 2011} Carlson, Abrajano, and Bedolla [2019). However, these findings rely on
conventional measures of political discussion. If conventional measures capture discussion
about the electoral-representative face of the state, then existing estimates may reflect the
domain being measured as much as underlying racial differences in political talk.

[ expect a different pattern when discussion is measured in relation to the carceral state.
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Three mechanisms suggest that patterns of carceral discussion will differ by race in ways
conventional measures do not capture. First, Black Americans consistently experience higher
rates of carceral contact (Soss and Weaver 2017; Pettit and Western |2004; Lerman and Weaver
2014). This provides reason to expect that policing and punishment are more likely to be
topics of everyday discussion among Black than white Americans. Second, carceral expansion
has been historically tied to the governance of Black communities (Pettit and Western [2004;
Lerman and Weaver 2014), so carceral contact is more likely to be understood collectively
than as an isolated individual event and thus more likely to be transmitted through family and
community networks (Niemi and Hepburn [1995; Hughes et al. 2006)). Third, the circulation
of images and accounts of police violence, and movements such as Black Lives Matter, have
made the exercise of state coercion more salient, particularly for Black Americans (Horowitz,
Cox, and Hurst [2025)).

Together, these processes increase the likelihood that the carceral state is a topic of
everyday political discussion, especially among Black Americans. I therefore expect racial
differences in political discussion to depend on the domain of the state. Consistent with
existing research, I expect white respondents to report higher levels of conventional political
discussion than Black respondents. However, I expect this pattern to differ for carceral political
discussion: Black respondents should report higher levels of carceral discussion than white
respondents. The expectation is not that Black and white Americans differ in their propensity

to discuss politics, but in the kinds of state power those discussions involve.

3.2 DPolitical Correlates Across Discussion Domains

I also expect carceral and conventional political discussion to have distinct political correlates][’]
If conventional discussion concerns the electoral-representative face of the state, it should be
more closely associated with orientations toward formal politics. If carceral discussion concerns
the coercive face of the state, it may instead be associated with orientations rooted in exposure

to state authority and with forms of participation that respond to perceived injustice.

"These expectations are agnostic about causal direction: political discussion may shape political orienta-
tions, but it may also reflect underlying experiences and beliefs about the state.

11



Research on political discussion emphasizes its democratic benefits. Political discussion
can expose citizens to information, encourage them to reason through political choices, and
support political engagement (Huckfeldt and Sprague [1995; Klofstad 2007; Searing et al.
2007). These dynamics are especially likely to connect conventional discussion to internal
efficacy and voting. Talking about government and elections may reinforce the sense that one
is qualified to participate in politics and that voting is important.

Discussion about policing and punishment may operate differently. The carceral state is
not organized around representation in the same way as electoral institutions. It is encountered
through coercion, surveillance, discretion, and punishment. As a result, discussion about the
carceral state may be less closely tied to feelings of competence in formal politics or voting,
and more closely tied to perceptions of group position and non-electoral participation.

First, I expect carceral discussion to correlate with linked fate. Discussions of policing
and punishment may involve not only individual experiences, but also stories about family,
neighbors, and communities. These discussions may therefore reflect shared exposure to coer-
cive authority and reinforce perceptions that what happens to one’s racial group bears on one’s
own life chances. This expectation is especially relevant given the racially unequal structure
of carceral contact, but the association may appear among both Black and white respondents
insofar as carceral discussion directs attention toward group-level conditions.

Second, I expect carceral discussion to correlate with political mobilization under cer-
tain conditions, particularly non-electoral actions such as protest. Research on proximal and
community carceral contact shows that exposure to the criminal legal system can catalyze par-
ticipation by highlighting injustice and motivating action (Walker 2020; Ang and Tebes [2024)).
Similarly, carceral discussion may provide opportunities to identify injustice, interpret state
coercion, and view political action as necessary. These dynamics need not imply that carceral
discussion always produces mobilization. Rather, they suggest that carceral discussion may
be more closely associated with protest than with voting.

In sum, I expect race to structure the distribution of political discussion across domains,

and I expect the discussion domain to structure the political correlates of discussion. These

12



are distinct expectations. The first concerns whether Black and white respondents differ in
how much they discuss conventional and carceral domains of the state. The second concerns
whether conventional and carceral discussion are associated with different political orienta-
tions. I do not expect these correlates to be necessarily stronger for one racial group than
the other. If carceral and conventional discussion capture distinct domains of communication
about the state, then carceral discussion should be more closely associated with linked fate
and protest, while conventional discussion should be more closely associated with internal

efficacy and voting among respondents generally.

4 Data and Measures

4.1 Survey Data

Data come from an original survey of Black and white American adults fielded in Spring 2024
on Prolific (N = 1,258, excluding 69 respondents who failed an attention check). I improve
representativeness through quota sampling and post-stratification weights benchmarked to
gender, age, and education from the 2022 American Community Survey; missing data on
weighting variables reduce the final analytic sample to 1,232. Appendix presents descrip-

tive statistics for the unweighted and weighted samples.ﬂ

4.2 Conventional and Carceral Political Discussion Measures

The structural topic models in Section 2.4 establish the measurement problem: carceral topics
are largely absent from what respondents report when asked what they talk about when they
discuss politics. This suggests that standard prompts do not reliably capture discussion of
state coercion. To address this gap, I adapt three standard measures of political discussion to

include conventional and carceral topics.

1. Participation in discussion: “During the past year, did you talk with anyone about [the
police or criminal justice system / government or elections]|?” (0 = No, 1 = Yes)

8 Appendix describes adherence to APSA’s Principles and Guidance for Human Subjects Research.
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2. Frequency of discussion: “During the past year, how often did you discuss [the police
or criminal justice system / government or elections|?” (1 = Never to 5 = Very Often)

3. Number of discussion partners: “With roughly how many different people did you talk
about [the police or criminal justice system / government or elections| during the past
year?” (1 = Zero to 5 = 10 or more)

I refer to discussion about government and elections as conventional political discussion
and discussion about the police or criminal justice system as carceral political discussion. The
measures are intentionally parallel. In each case, respondents are asked about the same form of
discussion—whether they discussed the topic, how often they discussed it, and with how many
people—but the domain of the state varies. This allows the analysis to distinguish between an
overall propensity to discuss public affairs and domain-specific patterns of political discussion.

As a descriptive validation check, I assess whether conventional and carceral discussion
are empirically distinct. Appendix[A.4]presents weighted Pearson’s r correlations between con-
ventional and carceral discussion and shows only moderate overlap. For the binary measure,
the correlations are 0.35 (Black respondents) and 0.34 (white respondents). The correlations
are higher for frequency and discussion partners, but remain well below unity. These patterns
suggest that people who discuss policing and criminal justice are somewhat more likely to
discuss government and elections, but the relationship is far from one-to-one.

Importantly, these measures are not intended to capture every possible form of political
communication. Rather, they provide a test of whether standard political discussion measures
produce different conclusions when extended from the electoral-representative domain to the
carceral domain. If conventional and carceral discussion were simply interchangeable indica-
tors of general political talk, we would expect similar racial patterns across both domains.
If political discussion is domain-specific, we should observe different patterns depending on

whether the question concerns government and elections or policing and punishment.

4.3 Political Attitudes and Participation

I also examine whether conventional and carceral discussion are associated with political

attitudes and participation. The analyses focus on four variables. The first is internal efficacy,
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or the belief that one is qualified to participate in politics (Niemi, Craig, and Mattei |1991)).
Respondents rated their agreement with the statement, “I consider myself well qualified to
participate in politics,” from “Strongly disagree” (1) to “Strongly agree” (5).

The second outcome is linked fate, or the belief that one’s life chances depend on the
status and fortunes of one’s racial group (Dawson [1995)). Although developed to explain Black
political behavior, expressions of linked fate have been found in other racial groups (Gay,
Hochschild, and White 2016]), including white Americans (Schildkraut 2017). To measure
linked fate, I asked two standard questions: “Do you think what happens to [Respondent’s
race] people in this country will have something to do with what happens in your life?” If yes:
“Do you think that what happens generally to [Respondent’s race] people in this country will
affect you: A lot, some, not very much.” Responses are coded from 0 (No) to 3 (A lot).

The final two outcomes capture the perceived personal importance of political partici-
pation. Respondents were asked: “How important is it for you personally to do the following
activities?” 1 focus on two activities: voting and attending protests or rallies. Responses were
coded on a 1-5 scale (“Not at all important” to “Extremely important”). These outcomes
capture two forms of political participation that should relate differently to conventional and
carceral discussion. Voting is closely tied to the electoral-representative domain, whereas

protest may be more closely tied to discussion of state coercion and perceived injustice.

4.4 Empirical Strategy

The analyses proceed in two steps. First, I report weighted means to compare discussion
prevalence, frequency, and number of discussion partners by racial group. These descriptive
analyses are designed to assess whether racial differences in political discussion vary across
conventional and carceral domains. I present unadjusted weighted means in the main text
because including demographic controls when interpreting racial coefficients can obscure the
social and institutional processes that constitute racial differences (King and Zeng [2006; Sen
and Wasow 2016). Appendix presents unweighted OLS regression models that adjust

for gender, age, education, income, and party identification. Second, I estimate unweighted
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OLS regression models to examine whether conventional and carceral political discussion are
associated with different political attitudes and behaviors. These models include standard
demographic controls: age, gender, education, income, and party identification.

All analyses are cross-sectional and descriptive. The weighted means are intended to
characterize population patterns, while the regression models examine conditional associa-
tions. The results should not be interpreted as estimating the causal effects of political dis-
cussion. Political discussion may shape attitudes and behaviors by exposing participants to
political information and encouraging cognitive engagement (Eveland [2004)), but the reverse
ordering is also plausible: respondents with stronger efficacy, linked fate, or participatory
orientations may be more likely to engage in particular kinds of political discussion. These
associations may reflect discussion itself, the experiences that give rise to discussion, or both.
I therefore interpret the results as evidence about the political correlates of conventional and

carceral discussion, not as evidence that discussion causes these outcomes.

5 Racial Differences in Conventional and Carceral Dis-
cussion

The first analysis examines racial differences in conventional and carceral political discussion.
Table [I| reports weighted means for Black and white respondents across three measures of
discussion in each domain: whether respondents discussed the topic in the past year, how
often they discussed it, and the number of discussion partners. The differences are reported
as differences in proportions for the binary measure, equivalent to percentage-point differences,
and as scale-unit differences for the frequency and discussion-partner measuresﬂ

The results indicate that racial differences in political discussion vary across domains.
Turning first to carceral discussion, Black respondents are somewhat more likely than white

respondents to discuss the police or criminal justice system. Seventy-eight percent of Black

9 Appendix presents OLS regression models for each discussion measure estimated on the unweighted
sample with standard controls. The direction and significance of these differences are consistent with the
patterns in Table
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Table 1: Racial Variation in Conventional and Carceral Discussion

Carceral Discussion Conventional Discussion

Black  White Diff. Black  White Diff.

Binary 0.78 0.74  0.04° 0.84 0.92 -0.07°

Frequency 2.90 243 047 3.04 3.20  -0.15¢

Discussion Partners 2.58 2.31 0.27¢ 2.73 2.97 -0.25¢
N 555 677 555 677

Notes: Weighted means. Diff. is Black—white difference. Significant differences
between Black and white respondents are indicated with a (p < 0.05) and b
(p < 0.10) based on two-tailed t-tests. Binary is coded 0/1. Frequency ranges
from 1 to 5. Discussion partners ranges from 1 (Zero) to 5 (10 or more).

respondents report any carceral discussion in the past year compared to 74 percent of white
respondents, a 4 percentage point difference (p < 0.10). Differences are larger and more
precisely estimated for discussion intensity. Black respondents report discussing these topics
more frequently than white respondents (2.90 vs. 2.43, p < 0.01) and with more people (2.58
vs. 2.31, p < 0.01). Substantively, this corresponds to moving from between “rarely” and
“sometimes” toward “sometimes” in frequency, and from roughly 1-2 discussion partners
toward the 3-5 range.

This pattern differs for conventional political discussion. Black respondents are less
likely than white respondents to report discussing government and elections (84 percent vs.
92 percent, a rounded difference of 7 percentage points, p < 0.01). They also report lower
discussion frequency (3.04 vs. 3.20, p < 0.01) and fewer discussion partners (2.73 vs. 2.97,
p < 0.01). These differences are smaller in magnitude than those for carceral discussion but
are consistent across measures and align with established findings that white Americans report
higher levels of conventional political discussion (e.g., Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 2003).

Together, these results highlight a clear domain contrast. Focusing only on conventional
discussion reproduces the familiar pattern in which white respondents appear more politically
engaged, whereas carceral discussion reveals a different domain-specific pattern, with higher
levels of discussion among Black respondents on frequency and discussion partners. At the
same time, this pattern reflects layering rather than replacement. Conventional discussion

remains common for both groups: large majorities of both groups report discussing government
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and elections. The point is not that carceral discussion replaces conventional discussion, but
that it captures a distinct domain of political engagement.

To further substantiate this point, these differences largely disappear when discussion
is aggregated across domains. This addresses the concern that observed differences simply
reflect variation in overall propensity to talk rather than variation across domains of discus-
sion. Appendix shows that when discussion is coded as occurring in either domain,
the Black—white discussion gap narrows from 7 to around 2 percentage points and is sta-
tistically indistinguishable from zero. This indicates that Black and white respondents are
similarly likely to discuss public affairs in at least one domain. Differences in political discus-
sion are therefore primarily about where discussion occurs rather than whether. Conventional
measures mischaracterize these patterns by capturing only one domain of discussion, making
engagement appear lower among Black respondents when it is in fact differently distributed.

For space considerations, Table[I] focuses on comparisons by racial group. Appendix [A.5]
examines heterogeneity by party and gender and shows that these patterns are largely robust
but not uniform across subgroups. Across parties, Black respondents consistently report higher
levels of carceral discussion than their white counterparts, indicating that this pattern is not
driven by party. By contrast, racial differences in conventional discussion are concentrated
among Democrats and are indistinguishable among Republicans. These results indicate that
differences in political discussion are domain-specific and not reducible to party.

The gender analysis reveals a similar pattern of qualified consistency. Black men and
women report higher levels of carceral discussion than their white counterparts, particularly in
frequency and number of discussion partners. These differences are evident for both groups but
are more pronounced and consistently significant among men. For conventional discussion, the
pattern is less uniform. White men report more conventional discussion than Black men across
multiple measures, while among women racial differences are smaller and less consistently
significant. Together, these analyses reinforce the core argument while clarifying its scope:
racial differences in political discussion are not reducible to subgroups or propensity to talk,

but instead reflect domain-specific engagement patterns that vary across social groups.
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Overall, the results show that patterns of political discussion differ across domains of
the state. Black respondents report higher levels of carceral discussion but lower levels of
conventional political discussion relative to white respondents. This finding departs from the
familiar pattern in which white Americans appear more politically engaged (Verba, Burns, and
Schlozman [2003}; Leighley and Matsubayashi [2009; Wong et al. 2011; Carlson, Abrajano, and
Bedolla2019)) and indicates that conventional measures capture only part of the distribution of
political discussion. Incorporating discussion of the carceral state reveals an additional domain
of engagement that standard measures do not capture. A pilot study fielded in November 2023

yields similar patterns, providing additional support for these findings/™]

6 Political Correlates Across Discussion Domains

I next examine whether conventional and carceral political discussion are associated with
different political attitudes and forms of engagement. These analyses are descriptive rather
than causal: discussion may shape political orientations, but respondents with particular
attitudes or participatory orientations may also be more likely to engage in particular kinds
of discussion. I therefore interpret the results as evidence about the political correlates of
conventional and carceral discussion, not as evidence that discussion causes these outcomes.

Table [2] presents OLS regression models estimated separately for white and Black re-
spondents, allowing the domain-specific patterns to be observed within each group.[if] For
space considerations, I present only the frequency measures in the main text. Appendix
presents similar models with the binary and discussion partner measuresF_Z]

Three patterns stand out. First, conventional discussion positively correlates with in-
ternal efficacy for white and Black respondents (p < 0.01), while carceral discussion has no
meaningful relationship with internal efficacy for whites and only a weak positive association

for Black respondents. This pattern suggests that discussion of government and elections

10The pilot survey was fielded on Lucid. Details are in Appendix

HBecause the expectations in this section primarily concern differences across discussion domains rather
than racial differences in these associations, Appendix reports pooled models with race interactions as a
supplementary check. This analysis shows little evidence of racial differences in these associations.

12 Appendix analyzes potential predictors of conventional and carceral discussion.
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Table 2: Correlates of Frequent Political Discussion
White Respondents

Attitudes Participation
Internal  Linked Fate Vote Protest
Carceral 0.070 0.178"** —0.052 0.200***
(0.047) (0.050) (0.050) (0.047)
Conventional  0.262*** 0.019 0.287*** 0.166***
(0.047) (0.050) (0.050) (0.047)
Party ID —0.155* —0.096* —0.305"*  —0.294***
(0.048) (0.051) (0.051) (0.047)
Constant 1.986*** 1.018*** 2.366*** 2.015**
(0.258) (0.274) (0.273) (0.256)
N 677 677 677 677
R? 0.156 0.044 0.191 0.172
Adjusted R? 0.147 0.034 0.183 0.163
Black Respondents
Attitudes Participation
Internal Linked Fate Vote Protest
Carceral 0.092* 0.154*** —0.056 0.246*
(0.049) (0.054) (0.053) (0.058)
Conventional  0.281*** 0.059 0.348*** 0.174%
(0.052) (0.057) (0.056) (0.061)
Party ID —0.099** 0.048 —0.438*  —0.251***
(0.049) (0.053) (0.053) (0.057)
Constant 1.454*** 1.424* 3.229*** 1.247%*
(0.268) (0.292) (0.289) (0.314)
N 560 560 560 560
R? 0.221 0.034 0.235 0.205
Adjusted R? 0.211 0.022 0.226 0.195

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in paren-
theses. Suppressed coefficients are income, age, education, and
gender. Appendix presents tables with estimates for all co-
variates. *p<0.1; **p<0.05; **p<0.01.
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aligns more closely with feeling qualified to participate in formal politics than discussion of
policing and the criminal justice system. In substantive terms, these differences are nontrivial:
among white respondents, a one-unit increase in conventional discussion frequency is associ-
ated with roughly a 0.26 increase on the 1-5 internal efficacy scale—about a quarter of a
response category—while the corresponding association for carceral discussion is close to zero.
A similar pattern holds among Black respondents, where conventional discussion is associated
with a 0.28 increase, compared to a much smaller 0.09 increase for carceral discussionH

Second, carceral discussion positively correlates with linked fate for both white and
Black respondents (p < 0.01), while conventional discussion is not associated with linked fate
for either group. In substantive terms, a one-unit increase in carceral discussion frequency
is associated with roughly a 0.15-0.18 increase on the 0-3 linked fate scale for both groups,
indicating a modest but consistent shift toward stronger perceptions of linked fate. One
possible interpretation of this finding is that discussing the carceral state is associated with
greater attention to how group-level conditions shape individual life chances. However, the
reverse ordering is also plausible: respondents with stronger linked fate may be more likely to
engage in conversations about policing and the criminal justice system.

Third, the two discussion domains are associated with different forms of participation.
Conventional discussion is positively associated with the perceived importance of voting for
white and Black respondents (p < 0.01), while carceral discussion is not associated with voting
for either group. By contrast, carceral discussion is positively associated with the perceived
importance of protest for both white and Black respondents (p < 0.01). Conventional dis-
cussion is also associated with protest, but the pattern differs from voting: for both groups,
carceral discussion has a larger association with protest than it does with voting. Among Black
respondents, for example, a one-unit increase in carceral discussion corresponds to roughly a
0.25 increase in the perceived importance of protest on the 1-5 scale, compared to no mean-

ingful association with voting. This suggests that carceral discussion aligns more closely with

13The weaker relationship between carceral discussion and efficacy should not be read as a deficit in political
competence. This may reflect a rational response to engagement with institutions that are experienced as less
responsive or more coercive.
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non-electoral participation than voting, consistent with research linking carceral exposure to
nonvoting political activity (Walker 2020, Ang and Tebes [2024)). At the same time, these
associations may reflect experiences that give rise to both discussion and participation.
Together, these results indicate that conventional and carceral discussion are associated
with distinct political attitudes and behaviors. Conventional discussion aligns with internal
efficacy and the perceived importance of voting, while carceral discussion aligns with linked
fate and the perceived importance of protest. These patterns support the broader argument
that political discussion is domain-specific. Focusing only on conventional political discussion

obscures a set of political orientations associated with discussion of the carceral state.

7 Conclusion

Political discussion is a central concept in the study of political behavior and communication
and is linked to political knowledge, preferences, and engagement (Eveland 2004; Eveland and
Thomson 2006; Klofstad [2007; Mutz [2006; Pattie and Johnston 2008). However, standard
measures typically ask about “politics” or “government or elections.” This approach is limited
because it focuses on what Soss and Weaver (2017)) describe as the “first face” of the state and
does not capture the “second face” that exercises power through policing and punishment.

In this paper, I argue that we should broaden our conception of political discussion to
include the “second face” of the state. I first show that familiar racial patterns in political
discussion differ across domains. Black Americans are less likely to engage in conventional dis-
cussion than white Americans, but more likely to engage in discussion about policing and the
criminal justice system. Focusing only on conventional measures thus provides an incomplete
picture of patterns of political discussion among Americans (Verba, Burns, and Schlozman
2003; Wong et al. |2011} Carlson, Abrajano, and Bedolla [2019)).

Second, I show that conventional and carceral discussion have distinct political corre-
lates. Conventional discussion is more consistently associated with internal efficacy and the
perceived importance of voting, while carceral discussion is more consistently associated with

linked fate and the perceived importance of protest. These findings complicate the view that
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political discussion uniformly aligns with the kinds of knowledge and engagement that gener-
ate political influence and voice (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995; Klofstad 2007; Klofstad [2010;
Searing et al. 2007). They suggest, instead, that talking about elections and government may
connect citizens to formal political participation, while talking about policing and punishment
may connect citizens to collective experience and non-electoral action.

These findings have several implications. First, the paper contributes to research on
political communication by shifting attention from political discussion as a general propensity
to talk about politics toward political discussion as domain-specific communication about the
state across arenas of governance. Second, the paper advances research on the measurement
of political engagement by demonstrating that commonly used measures of engagement—
in this case, political discussion—can mischaracterize engagement by centering electoral-
representative politics. Third, the paper extends research on the limits of using white Amer-
icans to generalize about political concepts by documenting how racial differences in political
discussion change when the carceral state is included.

Despite these contributions, several limitations suggest directions for future research.
First, future work should examine carceral discussion from a more intersectional perspective.
I briefly examine heterogeneity by party and gender, but patterns may also vary by sexual-
ity, disability, and religion. Second, the analysis focuses on policing and criminal justice but
the broader logic extends to other domains of the state, including immigration enforcement
and welfare agencies. Examining these domains would further clarify how political discussion
varies across institutional contexts and social groups. Third, the analyses are cross-sectional.
While the paper draws on established channels through which political discussion shapes po-
litical orientations—information exposure, cognitive engagement, and information processing
(Eveland 2004)—it does not measure these mechanisms. Identifying the pathways through
which the associations in this paper operate is a direction for future work.

The central goal of the present paper, however, is to demonstrate that carceral discussion
is an important component of political experience, and that its prevalence and correlates differ

across domains of the state. Understanding political discussion requires attention not only
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to whether citizens talk about politics, but to how they talk about different institutions and
forms of state authority. Carceral discussion is not an idiosyncratic issue topic. It is discussion
about a domain of governance through which many citizens encounter the state.

At a broader level, then, this paper demonstrates that measures of political engagement
depend on which face of the state is in view. When core concepts are defined around the
electoral arena, their measures capture only one domain of political life. As a result, these
measures provide an incomplete account when citizens encounter the state through coercion
or discretion. The implication is not simply that additional topics should be added to existing
measures, but that standard measures themselves encode a particular model of politics. When
that model does not match how citizens encounter the state, it mischaracterizes engagement
across groups. Addressing this problem requires attention to what counts as relevant and

important political experience—and for whom.
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A.1 What Do Existing Discussion Measures Capture?

The open-ended survey was conducted through YouGov in October 2023 among 1,400 re-
spondents, including 700 white respondents and 700 Black respondents. The STM analysis
is restricted to respondents who reported discussing politics in the past year and provided a
non-empty response to the open-end, yielding an analytic sample of 1,106 respondents.

The survey first asked respondents: “From time to time, people discuss politics with
other people. During the last year, did you talk with anyone about politics or did you not
do this with anyone during the last year?” This produced the analytic sample of 1,106
respondents, including 612 white respondents and 494 Black respondents. I then asked these
respondents: “When you discussed politics with other people, what kinds of topics did you
talk about? You should include all topics that you consider to be ‘political.” Please be as
detailed and thorough as possible.” I used the “politics” prompt rather than a more specific
“government and elections” prompt because the former is broader and therefore more likely
to elicit responses that include carceral topics.

Before estimating the STM models, I lowercased all responses, expanded contractions,
removed punctuation, removed numbers, and removed English stopwords. I did not stem
words, so that topic summaries would display interpretable word forms. I then estimated
separate seven-topic STM models for the full analytic sample, white respondents, and Black
respondents. Because the models are estimated separately, topic numbers are model-specific
and should not be compared across samples. The analysis uses the recovered topics to assess
whether carceral themes emerge as dominant topics within each corpus. Models were estimated
using spectral initialization. Table[AT]reports the topic summaries underlying Figure[l] Topics
are ordered by average prevalence within each model, and the table reports the four highest-

probability words for each topic.



Table Al: Topic Summaries from Open-Ended Reports of Political Discussion

Sample Rank Prevalence Top words

Full sample 1 22% economy, inflation, war, immigration
16.1% trump, biden, donald, republicans

15% government, elections, political, politics
12.8%  country, president, people, going
12.8% election, president, presidential, house
11.3% talked, country, talk, state

9.9% current, events, maga, running
26.6% economy, inflation, government, immigration
20.9% trump, biden, president, talked
20.7% rights, war, abortion, issues
11.1% country, border, limits, term

9.3% health, care, border, usa

9.2% country, biden, going, america

2.1% speech, free, ukraine, us
22.1% trump, president, politics, donald
15.7% election, economy, inflation, presidential
14.8% war, discussed, biden, vote
13.2% country, trump, president, israel
Black respondents 12.6% politics, rights, violence, topics
Black respondents 12.2% talked, political, government, security
Black respondents 7 9.5% immigration, race, voting, economy

Full sample
Full sample
Full sample
Full sample
Full sample
Full sample
White respondents
White respondents
White respondents
White respondents
White respondents
White respondents
White respondents
Black respondents
Black respondents
Black respondents
Black respondents

TR WINPTk WN R0 R W

Notes: Topics are ordered by average topic prevalence within each model. Top words report the
four highest-probability words for each topic. The models were estimated separately for the full
sample, white respondents, and Black respondents; topics should therefore be interpreted within
samples rather than compared by rank across samples.



A.2 Sample and Descriptive Statistics

Table A2: Descriptive Statistics for YouGov Sample

N 1398
Age, mean 48.6
Woman (%) 51.3
White (%) 49.9
Black (%) 50.1
Democrat (%) 44.3
Republican (%) 23.5
Independent (%) 23.7
No high school (%) 3.4
High school graduate (%) 34.3
Some college (%) 18.2
Two-year degree (%) 11.7
Four-year degree (%) 20.7
Postgraduate degree (%) 11.8




Table A3: Descriptive Statistics for Prolific Sample

Unweighted
Female 0.50
18-29 0.16
30-39 0.33
40-49 0.23
50-59 0.16
60+ 0.12
High school only 0.14
Some college or more 0.86
Democrat 0.36
Republican 0.27
Independent 0.37

Includes Black (N=564) and White
(N=694) respondents.

Table A4: Descriptive Statistics for Prolific Sample (Weighted)

Weighted
Female 0.50
18-29 0.12
30-39 0.26
40-49 0.18
50-59 0.13
60+ 0.30
High school only 0.29
Some college or more 0.71
Democrat 0.33
Republican 0.30
Independent 0.36

Weighted to 2022 American Commu-
nity Survey benchmarks for gender, age,
and education. Includes respondents

with complete weighting variables: Black
(N=555) and White (N=677).



A.3 Adjusted Estimates for Discussion Measures

Table A5: Carceral Political Discussion

Carceral (Binary) Carceral (Frequency) Carceral (Partners)

White —0.029* —0.464*** —0.236™**
(0.026) (0.059) (0.060)
Female —0.011 0.134** —0.151*
(0.025) (0.055) (0.056)
Age 0.003 0.004 —0.014
(0.009) (0.020) (0.021)
Income 0.010** 0.026™** 0.017*
(0.004) (0.009) (0.010)
Education 0.022* 0.062** 0.094***
(0.013) (0.030) (0.030)
Republican —0.072** —0.025 —0.035
(0.031) (0.070) (0.072)
Independent —0.045 —0.087 —0.002
(0.030) (0.066) (0.068)
Constant 0.665*** 2472 2.288***
(0.061) (0.136) (0.139)
N 1,227 1,227 1,227
R? 0.021 0.077 0.044
Adjusted R? 0.015 0.072 0.039

Notes: OLS coefficients with standard errors in parentheses (unweighted sam-
ple). *p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01



Table A6: Conventional Political Discussion

Conventional (Binary)

Conventional (Frequency)

Conventional (Partners)

White
Female

Age

Income
Education
Republican
Independent
Constant

N

R2
Adjusted R?

0.076*
(0.019)
0.017
(0.018)
0.007
(0.007)
0.015"**
(0.003)
0.007
(0.010)
—0.029
(0.023)
—0.035
(0.021)
0.698"**
(0.044)
1,227
0.047
0.041

0.103*
(0.059)
0.063
(0.055)
0.105"**
(0.020)
0.0327*
(0.009)
0.039
(0.030)
—0.214
(0.070)
—0.346"
(0.066)
2451
(0.136)
1,227
0.070
0.065

0.289"**
(0.060)
—0.244"
(0.056)
0.025
(0.021)
0.031***
(0.010)
0.108"
(0.030)
—0.252""
(0.071)
—0.256""
(0.067)
2.328***
(0.138)
1,227
0.083
0.078

Notes: OLS coefficients with standard errors in parentheses (unweighted sample). *p < .1;
“p < .05 *p < .01



A.4 Correlations Between Discussion Domains

Table[A7] presents coefficients from weighted Pearson’s r correlations between conventional and
carceral discussion for Black and white respondents across three measures: binary discussion,
frequency of discussion, and number of discussion partners. These domains are moderately
correlated. For the binary measure, the correlation is 0.35 for Black respondents and 0.34
for white respondents. The correlations are stronger for frequency and discussion partners:
0.51 for Black respondents and 0.46 for white respondents for frequency, and 0.60 for Black
respondents and 0.59 for white respondents for discussion partners.

Overall, these results indicate meaningful but incomplete overlap between conventional
and carceral discussion. Individuals who discuss government and elections are more likely
to discuss policing and criminal justice, but the relationship is far from one-to-one. The
correlations therefore support the interpretation that conventional and carceral discussion are
related but distinct domains of political discussion.

Table A7: Correlation Between Carceral and Conventional Discussion
Black White

Binary Discussion 0.35 0.34
Frequency of Discussion 0.51 0.46
Number of Discussion Partners  0.60 0.59
N 555 677

Notes: Coefficients are weighted Pearson’s r corre-
lations between carceral and conventional discus-
sion.



A.5 Heterogeneity by Party and Gender

Tables [A§ and [A9] present weighted means for each measure of carceral and conventional dis-
cussion by race within partisan groups. The results largely mirror the main findings. First,
Table shows that Black Republicans and Black Democrats report higher levels of carceral
discussion than their white counterparts, particularly in the frequency of discussion and num-
ber of discussion partners. These differences are evident across partisan groups, indicating
that the racial pattern in carceral discussion is not reducible to partisan composition.
Second, Table[A9shows a different pattern for conventional political discussion. Among
Democrats, white respondents report higher levels of conventional discussion than Black re-
spondents across all measures. Among Republicans, however, these racial differences are
smaller and not statistically distinguishable from zero. These analyses reinforce the main
results: Black respondents report higher levels of carceral discussion than white respondents
across partisan groups, while the familiar pattern of higher conventional political discussion
among white respondents is concentrated among Democrats. These findings suggest that racial

differences in political discussion reflect domain-specific engagement rather than partisanship.

Table A8: Racial Variation in Carceral Discussion by Party
Black Reps White Reps Black Dems White Dems

Carceral (Binary) 0.74 0.71 0.83 0.78
Carceral (Frequency) 2.99 2.42¢ 3.04 2.41°
Carceral (Partners) 2.64 2.25¢ 2.63 2.33
N 113 218 225 224

Notes: Weighted means. Significant differences (p < 0.01) determined through
two-tailed t-tests between Black and white Republicans are indicated with a in
the second column. Significant differences (p < 0.01) between Black and white
Democrats are indicated with b in the fourth column.

Tables and present weighted means for the carceral and conventional discus-
sion measures by race and gender. The results also broadly align with the patterns in the
main text. First, Table shows that Black men and Black women report higher levels of
carceral discussion than their white counterparts, particularly in the frequency of discussion
and number of discussion partners. These differences are evident for both groups but are more

pronounced and consistently significant among men.



Table A9: Racial Variation in Conventional Discussion by Party
Black Reps White Reps Black Dems White Dems

Conventional (Binary) 0.85 0.91 0.87 0.94°
Conventional (Frequency) 3.13 3.18 3.18 3.46°
Conventional (Partners) 2.81 2.85 2.83 3.24°
N 113 218 225 224

Notes: Weighted means. Significant differences (p < 0.01) determined through two-
tailed t-tests between Black and white Republicans are indicated with a in the second
column. Significant differences (p < 0.01) between Black and white Democrats are
indicated with b in the fourth column.

Second, Table shows a less uniform pattern for conventional political discussion.
White men report higher levels of conventional discussion than Black men across multiple
measures, including both the likelihood of discussion and the number of discussion partners.
Among women, however, racial differences are smaller and only statistically significant for
the number of discussion partners. These analyses also reinforce the main results: Black
respondents report greater engagement in carceral discussion across gender groups, while the
pattern of higher conventional political discussion among white respondents is more uneven
and concentrated among men. This again suggests that differences in political discussion are

driven by domain-specific engagement rather than overall propensity to discuss politics.

Table A10: Racial Variation in Carceral Discussion by Gender
Black Women White Women Black Men White Men

Carceral (Binary) 0.75 0.74 0.81 0.74
Carceral (Frequency) 2.92 2.50¢ 2.88 2.35°
Carceral (Partners) 2.45 2.25¢ 2.72 2.38°
N 272 338 279 332

Notes: Weighted means. Significant differences (p < 0.01) determined through a
two-tailed t-test between Black and white women are indicated with an a in the
second column. Significant differences (p < 0.01) determined through a two-tailed
t-test between Black and white men are indicated with a b in the fourth column.
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Table A11: Racial Variation in Conventional Discussion by Gender

Black Women White Women Black Men White Men

Conventional (Binary) 0.86 0.92 0.83 0.92°
Conventional (Frequency) 3.05 3.25 3.04 3.15
Conventional (Partners) 2.58 2.84¢ 2.87 3.11°
N 272 338 279 332

Notes: Weighted means. Significant differences (p < 0.01) determined through a two-
tailed t-test between Black and white women are indicated with an @ in the second
column. Significant differences (p < 0.01) determined through a two-tailed t-test be-
tween Black and white men are indicated with a b in the fourth column.
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A.6 Pilot Study

In November 2023, I fielded a pilot study on Lucid using discussion questions similar to those
in the main Prolific survey. The questions were fielded as part of an omnibus online study to
a nationally diverse sample of 1,946 American adults, including 1,641 white respondents and
305 Black respondents. All respondents received both sets of political discussion questions.

As in the main survey, the order of the discussion-question blocks was randomized.

1. Participation in discussion: “During the last year, did you talk with anyone face-to-face,
on the phone, by email, or in any other way about [government or elections/policing] or
did you not do this with anyone during the last year?” (0 = No, 1 = Yes)

2. Frequency of discussion: “During the last year, how often did you discuss [government
or elections/policing]?” (1 = Never to 5 = Very Often)

Tables and present weighted means for carceral and conventional discussion by
race. Significant differences between Black and white respondents were determined through
two-tailed t-tests. As in the main survey, Black respondents are significantly more likely to
engage in carceral discussion than white respondents. Table[A13|shows the opposite pattern for
conventional discussion: Black respondents are substantively less likely than white respondents
to discuss government and elections, although these differences do not reach conventional
levels of statistical significance in the pilot. These results are generally consistent with the
main findings: Black respondents report higher levels of carceral discussion but lower levels

of conventional political discussion.

Table A12: Pilot: Racial Variation in Carceral Discussion
Black White

Carceral (Binary) 0.50  0.40%
Carceral (Frequency) 2.18 1.88
N 305 1641

Notes: Significant differences (p<0.01) de-
termined through a two-tailed t-test between
Black and white respondents (a).
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Table A13: Pilot: Racial Variation in Conventional Discussion
Black White

Conventional (Binary) 0.57  0.61
Conventional (Frequency)  2.36  2.42
N 305 1641

Notes: Significant differences (p<0.01) de-
termined through a two-tailed t-test between

Black and white respondents (a).
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A.7 Predictors of Political Discussion

Table examines potential predictors of carceral and conventional discussion. The models
include gender, age, income, party identification, education, organizational membership, po-
litical news consumption, and carceral contact. Education is measured on a five-point scale
ranging from less than high school to postgraduate degree. Organizational membership is a
binary measure indicating whether respondents belong to at least one organization, such as
a professional, religious, or civic organization. Political news consumption is measured across
TV or radio, print, social media, blogs, and YouTube and scaled from 0 to 1 by days per
week. These measures are adapted from Cohen and Luttig (2020). The models also include
personal and proximal carceral contact. Personal contact is coded as 1 if respondents report
having been arrested, charged, or questioned by police, excluding minor traffic stops. Proximal
contact is coded as 1 if a close friend or family member has had such contact.

Several findings emerge. First, party identification does not consistently correlate with
either domain of discussion for white or Black respondents, suggesting that the racial dif-
ferences reported in the main text are not reducible to partisanship. Second, organizational
membership is positively associated with carceral discussion for both white and Black respon-
dents, but is not associated with conventional discussion for either group. Third, proximal
carceral contact is positively associated with both carceral and conventional discussion for
Black and white respondents, consistent with research on the mobilizing effects of proximate
contact with the criminal legal system (e.g., Walker 2020)). Personal contact, by contrast, is
not associated with carceral discussion for either group. Finally, relationships between news
consumption and discussion vary by race and domain: TV news consumption is positively as-
sociated with carceral discussion among Black respondents and with conventional discussion
among white respondents. Overall, these results suggest that carceral discussion is related to
organizational embeddedness and proximate exposure to the carceral state, but is not simply

a function of partisanship or general political talk.
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Table Al14: Predictors of Carceral and Conventional Discussion

Carceral (White) Carceral (Black) Conventional (White) Conventional (Black)

Female 0.059* —0.009 0.018 0.050
(0.033) (0.035) (0.020) (0.031)
Age 0.007 —0.014 —0.003 0.009
(0.013) (0.017) (0.008) (0.015)
Income 0.004 0.012** 0.010*** 0.016™**
(0.006) (0.006) (0.003) (0.005)
Education 0.039** —0.009 0.027** —0.003
(0.019) (0.021) (0.011) (0.019)
Democrat 0.035 0.032 0.034 0.030
(0.039) (0.040) (0.023) (0.035)
Republican —0.064 —0.063 0.002 —0.009
(0.040) (0.049) (0.024) (0.044)
TV 0.044 0.173** 0.079*** 0.038
(0.048) (0.062) (0.029) (0.055)
Print —0.022 —0.042 —0.083* —0.023
(0.081) (0.072) (0.048) (0.064)
Social Media 0.080* 0.014 0.014 0.061
(0.049) (0.059) (0.029) (0.053)
Blogs 0.078 0.030 0.061* 0.114**
(0.056) (0.059) (0.033) (0.052)
Organization 0.078** 0.114** —0.019 0.019
(0.038) (0.047) (0.023) (0.041)
Personal 0.028 0.029 —0.035 —0.061
(0.040) (0.042) (0.024) (0.037)
Proximal 0.093** 0.125*** 0.065*** 0.141%*
(0.036) (0.037) (0.021) (0.033)
Constant 0.377*** 0.521%* 0.700*** 0.485***
(0.096) (0.090) (0.057) (0.080)
N 681 557 681 557
R? 0.050 0.084 0.068 0.086
Adjusted R? 0.031 0.062 0.050 0.064

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. *p < .1; **p < .05; **p <
.01
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A.8 Correlates Using Alternative Discussion Measures

The main text presents models using the frequency of political discussion. This appendix
presents analogous models using the binary discussion measure and the number of discussion
partners. The results are broadly consistent with the main models. Across alternative mea-
sures, conventional discussion is more consistently associated with internal efficacy and the
perceived importance of voting, while carceral discussion is more consistently associated with

linked fate and the perceived importance of protest.

Table A15: Correlates of Binary Political Discussion for White Respondents

Internal  Linked Fate Vote Protest
Carceral 0.243** 0.202** 0.122 0.286***
(0.098) (0.102) (0.102) (0.098)
Conventional — 0.457*** 0.213 0.635%** 0.241
(0.164) (0.172) (0.172) (0.164)
Party ID —0.177*  —0.087* = —0.333"*  —0.302***
(0.048) (0.051) (0.051) (0.048)
Female —0.300%** 0.127 0.147* —0.059
(0.080) (0.083) (0.083) (0.079)
Age 0.034 —0.036 0.152%**  —(0.159***
(0.031) (0.032) (0.032) (0.031)
Income 0.008 —0.002 0.040*** —0.019
(0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.013)
Education 0.198*** 0.085* 0.179*** 0.060
(0.045) (0.047) (0.048) (0.045)
Constant 2.337F** 1.173%** 2.4471%** 2.547F**
(0.266) (0.278) (0.279) (0.266)
N 677 677 677 677
R? 0.117 0.030 0.171 0.120
Adjusted R? 0.108 0.020 0.162 0.111

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in paren-
theses. *p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01.
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Table A16: Correlates of Political Discussion Partners for White Respondents

Internal  Linked Fate Vote Protest
Carceral 0.021 0.140*** 0.015 0.141***
(0.049) (0.051) (0.051) (0.048)
Conventional  0.240*** 0.035 0.254*** 0.135***
(0.049) (0.052) (0.051) (0.049)
Party 1D —0.151*** —0.086* —0.306*** —0.288***
(0.048) (0.051) (0.050) (0.048)
Female —0.247*** 0.147* 0.199** —0.020
(0.079) (0.083) (0.082) (0.078)
Age 0.031 —0.033 0.148***  —0.158***
(0.031) (0.032) (0.032) (0.030)
Income 0.007 —0.001 0.040*** —0.020
(0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.013)
Education 0.188*** 0.083* 0.168*** 0.052
(0.045) (0.047) (0.047) (0.045)
Constant 2.150** 1.063*** 2.300*** 2.236***
(0.256) (0.270) (0.268) (0.255)
N 677 677 677 677
R? 0.142 0.040 0.194 0.149
Adjusted R? 0.133 0.030 0.185 0.140

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in paren-
theses. *p < .1; **p < .05; **p < .01.
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Table A17: Correlates of Binary Political Discussion for Black Respondents

Internal  Linked Fate Vote Protest
Carceral 0.166 0.395%** —0.061 0.244*
(0.114) (0.121) (0.123) (0.135)
Conventional  0.475*** 0.165 0.535*** 0.304**
(0.128) (0.135) (0.137) (0.151)
Party 1D —0.130*** 0.037 —0.465***  —0.287***
(0.050) (0.053) (0.054) (0.059)
Female —0.186** —0.063 —0.042 —0.113
(0.088) (0.093) (0.094) (0.103)
Age 0.069* —0.051 —0.021 —0.146***
(0.039) (0.042) (0.042) (0.046)
Income 0.038** —0.018 —0.004 0.048**
(0.016) (0.017) (0.017) (0.019)
Education 0.235*** 0.078 0.237*** 0.240***
(0.054) (0.057) (0.058) (0.063)
Constant 1.915%** 1.539*** 3.614*** 1.890***
(0.264) (0.279) (0.283) (0.311)
N 560 560 560 560
R? 0.174 0.035 0.198 0.149
Adjusted R? 0.164 0.023 0.188 0.138

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in paren-
theses. *p < .1; **p < .05; **p < .01.
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Table A18: Correlates of Political Discussion Partners for Black Respondents

Internal Linked Fate Vote Protest
Carceral 0.144*** 0.091 —0.067 0.291***
(0.054) (0.057) (0.058) (0.063)
Conventional — 0.179*** 0.176*** 0.311*** 0.077
(0.052) (0.056) (0.056) (0.061)
Party 1D —0.125** 0.040 —0.452***  —(0.285***
(0.049) (0.052) (0.053) (0.057)
Female —0.091 0.002 0.045 —0.020
(0.087) (0.092) (0.093) (0.101)
Age 0.068* —0.053 —0.023 —0.148***
(0.039) (0.041) (0.042) (0.045)
Income 0.031** —0.024 —0.012 0.038**
(0.016) (0.017) (0.017) (0.018)
Education 0.205*** 0.052 0.213*** 0.208***
(0.053) (0.056) (0.057) (0.062)
Constant 1.671% 1.363*** 3.400*** 1.496***
(0.261) (0.279) (0.280) (0.304)
N 560 560 560 560
R? 0.206 0.053 0.227 0.198
Adjusted R? 0.196 0.041 0.217 0.188

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in paren-
theses. *p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01.
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A.9 Full Regression Models

The main text reports selected coefficients from models predicting political attitudes and
participation using frequency of conventional and carceral discussion. Tables and

present the full regression models with all covariates.

Table A19: Correlates of Frequent Political Discussion for White Respondents

Internal  Linked Fate Vote Protest
Carceral 0.070 0.178*** —0.052 0.200***
(0.047) (0.050) (0.050) (0.047)
Conventional  0.262*** 0.019 0.287*** 0.166***
(0.047) (0.050) (0.050) (0.047)
Party 1D —0.155*** —0.096* —0.305***  —0.294***
(0.048) (0.051) (0.051) (0.047)
Female —0.320*** 0.102 0.146* —0.097
(0.078) (0.083) (0.083) (0.077)
Age 0.008 —0.036 0.122***  —0.175***
(0.031) (0.033) (0.033) (0.030)
Income 0.008 —0.001 0.042*** —0.019
(0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.013)
Education 0.205*** 0.092** 0.188*** 0.066
(0.044) (0.047) (0.047) (0.044)
Constant 1.986*** 1.018*** 2.366™** 2.015***
(0.258) (0.274) (0.273) (0.256)
N 677 677 677 677
R? 0.156 0.044 0.191 0.172
Adjusted R? 0.147 0.034 0.183 0.163

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in paren-
theses. Discussion measures are frequency measures. *p < .1; **p
< .05; *p < .01.

20



Table A20: Correlates of Frequent Political Discussion for Black Respondents

Internal Linked Fate Vote Protest
Carceral 0.092* 0.154*** —0.056 0.246***
(0.049) (0.054) (0.053) (0.058)
Conventional  0.281*** 0.059 0.348*** 0.174***
(0.052) (0.057) (0.056) (0.061)
Party ID —0.099** 0.048 —0.438***  —0.251***
(0.049) (0.053) (0.053) (0.057)
Female —0.162* —0.064 —0.009 —0.102
(0.085) (0.093) (0.092) (0.100)
Age 0.056 —0.057 —0.033 —0.161***
(0.038) (0.042) (0.041) (0.045)
Income 0.035** —0.018 —0.007 0.041**
(0.015) (0.017) (0.016) (0.018)
Education 0.192*** 0.057 0.199*** 0.199***
(0.052) (0.057) (0.057) (0.061)
Constant 1.454** 1.424** 3.229*** 1.247***
(0.268) (0.292) (0.289) (0.314)
N 560 560 560 560
R? 0.221 0.034 0.235 0.205
Adjusted R? 0.211 0.022 0.226 0.195

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in paren-

theses. Discussion measures are frequency measures.

< .05; **p < .01.
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A.10 Supplementary Pooled Models with Race Interactions

Table presents pooled models interacting race with each discussion measure. These mod-
els are included as a supplementary check, not because the argument expects the associations
between discussion and political orientations to differ by race. Rather, they supplement the
split-sample models in the main text by assessing whether the domain-specific associations
differ across Black and white respondents. The interaction terms provide little evidence that
these associations vary systematically by race. The interaction between carceral discussion
and white respondent status is not statistically significant for any outcome, and the interac-
tion between conventional discussion and white respondent status is likewise not statistically
significant for any outcome. The split-sample models in the main text are therefore presented

for ease of interpretation and to show the domain-specific patterns within each racial group.

Table A21: Pooled Interaction Models: Discussion Domains

Internal Linked Fate Vote Protest
Carceral 0.095* 0.145*** —0.062 0.259***
(0.049) (0.053) (0.053) (0.053)
White 0.061 —0.391* 0.271 —0.140
(0.213) (0.229) (0.229) (0.231)
Conventional 0.285*** 0.045 0.336*** 0.200***
(0.052) (0.056) (0.056) (0.056)
Party ID —0.132*** —0.023 —0.355"*  —0.280***
(0.034) (0.036) (0.036) (0.037)
Carceral x White —0.029 0.029 0.011 —0.056
(0.068) (0.073) (0.073) (0.074)
Conventional x White  —0.027 —0.008 —0.036 —0.046
(0.069) (0.074) (0.074) (0.075)
N 1,237 1,237 1,237 1,237
R? 0.186 0.072 0.207 0.227

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses.
Black respondents are the reference category for the coefficient on White.
Suppressed coefficients are income, age, education, and gender. *p < .1;
“p < .05; *p < .01
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A.11 Combined Discussion Measure Across Domains

Do the observed differences across domains simply reflect variation in overall propensity to
talk rather than domain-specific patterns of discussion? If differences were driven by general
talkativeness, then a measure capturing whether respondents discuss politics in any domain
should still show a gap between groups. To assess this possibility, I construct a combined
measure that codes respondents as having discussed politics if they report discussing either
conventional political topics or the carceral state in the past year. This measure captures
whether respondents engaged in political discussion in at least one domain, rather than the
frequency or intensity of discussion within a particular domain.

Table reports weighted means for Black and white respondents using this mea-
sure. When both domains are considered together, the Black—white gap in political discussion
narrows substantially and is not statistically distinguishable from zero. This pattern reflects
the high prevalence of discussion in at least one domain for both groups. At the same time,
the combined measure obscures meaningful differences in where political discussion occurs:
Black respondents are more engaged in carceral discussion, while white respondents are more
engaged in conventional political discussion. The combined measure therefore compresses
variation across domains and masks domain-specific patterns of political engagement.

Table A22: Combined Political Discussion Across Domains
Black White

Conventional Discussion 0.84 0.92¢
Carceral Discussion 0.78 0.74b
Any Discussion 0.91 0.94

Notes: Weighted means. Any discussion coded
as 1 if respondents report discussing either con-
ventional or carceral topics in past year. a for
p< 0.05; b for p< 0.10.
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A.12 Ethical Considerations

Survey participants were recruited from Prolific, a platform for opt-in survey research. Before
the survey, I used the following text to inform participants about the research study and
ask for their voluntary and informed consent: “I agree to participate in a research study
conducted by researchers from REDACTED. Findings from this study may be reported in
scholarly journals, at academic seminars, and at research association meetings. The data will
be stored at a secured location and retained indefinitely. No identifying information about
me will be made public and any views I express will be kept completely confidential. My
participation is voluntary. I am free to stop the survey at any time. If I have questions, I can
contact REDACTED. By checking the box below I understand my rights and give my consent
to participate in the survey. If I choose not to participate, the survey will end.”

Participants were compensated at $16.88/hour (above the average state minimum of
$10.69 in 2024). The study did not intervene in political processes or harm participants and

presented minimal risks to participants.
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