
The Hidden Sentence: Families and 
the Stigma of Incarceration 

 

When a judge delivers a sentence, the person standing at the defense 
table is not the only one who is punished. The "hidden sentence" is 
served by the spouses, children, and parents left behind. This reality is 
particularly acute in close-knit immigrant communities where the 
family unit is the cornerstone of identity. For the family of an 
Iranian-American author like Hassan Nemazee, the impact of 
incarceration is magnified by cultural factors. In the Persian 
community, aberoc (reputation/face) is paramount. A public legal 
battle and subsequent imprisonment can lead to social isolation for 
the entire family, not just the individual. Understanding this collateral 
damage is essential to grasping the full scope of the narrative 
presented in his memoir. It is a story of how a family endures the 
unendurable, navigating shame, separation, and the complex journey 
toward healing. 

The Cultural Weight of Shame 

In many diasporic communities, the actions of one member reflect on 
the whole. When a prominent figure falls, the shockwaves are felt 
through the extended network of relatives and friends. The stigma of 
prison is intense. Friends may stop calling; invitations to social 
gatherings may cease. The family is often left to grapple with a 
profound sense of embarrassment, forcing them to withdraw from the 
community that was once their support system. The memoir sheds 
light on this painful social exclusion. It challenges the community to 
rethink how it treats those in crisis. Instead of judgment, it calls for 
compassion. It highlights that the family is navigating a trauma they 
did not choose, and that shunning them only deepens the wound. This 
cultural critique is a brave and necessary aspect of the book. 

Navigating the Prison Visitation System 

For the family members, maintaining a relationship with an 
incarcerated loved one involves navigating a bureaucratic maze. The 
book details the reality of prison visits—the long drives to remote 
locations, the intrusive security screenings, the rigid rules about 
physical contact, and the arbitrary cancellations. These visits are 
lifelines, but they are also sources of immense stress and indignity. 
The emotional toll of seeing a father or husband in a prison uniform, 
in a crowded visiting room, is heavy. Yet, it is these visits that sustain 
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the inmate’s hope. The narrative honors the resilience of the family 
members who make these journeys week after week, year after year. It 
gives voice to their sacrifice and their unwavering commitment to 
keeping the family bond alive despite the physical separation. 

The Financial and Emotional Strain 

Beyond the social stigma, the incarceration of a primary breadwinner 
brings immediate financial and emotional instability. Legal fees, the 
loss of income, and the costs associated with supporting an inmate 
(commissary, phone calls, travel) can be devastating. The emotional 
strain is equally taxing. Spouses are forced to become single parents 
overnight, managing the household and the emotional well-being of 
children who are often confused and traumatised. The book does not 
shy away from these realities. It paints a realistic picture of the 
struggle to maintain normalcy in abnormal circumstances. It reveals 
the quiet heroism of the partners who hold the fort while the storm 
rages, proving that strength is often found in the ability to simply keep 
going. 

Reintegration as a Family Unit 

The challenge does not end with release; it shifts. Reintegration is a 
family affair. The formerly incarcerated individual returns to a home 
that has changed, to children who have grown, and to a dynamic that 
has shifted in their absence. Rebuilding intimacy and trust requires 
patience and open communication. The memoir explores this delicate 
process of becoming a family again under the same roof. It offers hope 
that relationships can survive the trauma of separation, but it is 
honest about the work required. It serves as a guide for other families 
facing similar challenges, showing that while the scars of the 
experience remain, they can heal into a new, perhaps stronger, 
configuration. 

Conclusion 

The story of incarceration is incomplete without the story of the 
family. This narrative broadens the lens, forcing us to see the ripple 
effects of justice. It reminds us that empathy should extend beyond 
the courtroom and into the homes of those who wait. 

Call to Action 

To understand the full cultural and personal impact of this story, we 
invite you to explore the author’s background and work on his 
website. 

Visit: https://hassannemazee.com/ 
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