
The Price of Freedom: How Debt 
Follows You Home 

 

We often think the punishment for a crime is the time served. But for 
millions of Americans, the punishment continues in the form of 
crippling financial debt. The criminal justice system has quietly 
shifted from being funded by tax dollars to being funded by "user fees" 
extracted from defendants. This system creates a cycle of poverty that 
makes it nearly impossible for a released person to get back on their 
feet. In the context of prison reform hassan nemazee and the 
broader discussion of white-collar vs. blue-collar justice, the issue of 
financial restitution and court fees highlights a system that is 
predatory by design. 

When an inmate leaves federal prison, they often carry a backpack of 
debt: restitution payments, court processing fees, fines, and 
sometimes even "pay-to-stay" fees where they are charged for their 
own incarceration. This debt is non-dischargeable in bankruptcy. It 
hangs over them like a cloud, garnishing their wages, destroying their 
credit score, and preventing them from building any financial 
stability. 

Restitution: Justice or Shackles? 

Restitution—paying back victims for financial loss—is a valid concept 
of justice. However, the federal system often mandates payments that 
are mathematically impossible for a released inmate to meet. If a 
person owes millions in restitution but is working a minimum-wage 
job because their professional license was revoked, they are set up to 
fail. 

The government can garnish a significant percentage of a releasee's 
gross income. After taxes and restitution, a person might be left with 
less than half of their paycheck to cover rent, food, and transportation. 
This financial pressure forces many into the underground economy 
just to survive. A reformed system would cap repayment at a 
reasonable percentage of disposable income, ensuring that the person 
can actually afford to live while paying their debt. 

The Criminalization of Poverty 

For those who cannot pay, the consequences are severe. In many 
jurisdictions, failure to pay court fees can lead to a revoked driver's 
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license or even re-incarceration. This is the modern equivalent of a 
debtors' prison. 

It creates a trap: you can't pay because you don't have a job, and you 
can't get a job because you lost your license for not paying. This cycle 
traps mostly poor and minority communities, but it affects anyone 
caught in the gears of the system. It turns the justice system into a 
collection agency with the power to lock you up. 

The Credit Score Death Spiral 

A prison sentence is a nuclear bomb to a credit score. Years of 
inactivity, combined with default judgements and collections actions 
while incarcerated, mean that most inmates leave with ruined credit. 
In a society where credit checks are used for apartments, cars, and 
even jobs, this is a form of civic death. 

Rebuilding credit is a slow, painful process. Without access to 
traditional banking, many returning citizens are forced to use 
predatory payday lenders and check-cashing services, paying 
exorbitant fees that keep them poor. Financial literacy and credit-
building programs should be a mandatory part of re-entry prep, 
helping inmates understand how to navigate this minefield. 

Inequality in Financial Justice 

This system impacts different classes differently. A wealthy defendant 
might be able to pay off fines and restitution upfront, clearing their 
hurdles. A poor defendant serves the time and then serves the debt for 
life. This two-tiered system undermines the concept of equal justice. 

Furthermore, the "cost of prosecution" fees often charged to 
defendants are morally questionable. The state has a duty to provide a 
justice system; charging the accused for the cost of the prosecutor and 
the judge is a conflict of interest that incentivizes more prosecutions 
and higher fees. 

Conclusion 

If we want people to reintegrate, we must allow them to become 
solvent. Saddling returning citizens with unpayable debt ensures they 
remain tethered to the system and unable to contribute to the 
economy. Financial freedom is a prerequisite for true liberty. 

Call to Action 

To explore the complex intersection of finance, law, and personal 
recovery, visit: 

Visit: https://hassannemazee.com/ 
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