African-American vs. Caucasian Incarceration Rates in Males

I. History of Incarceration Rates

The 'War on Crime' switched to the 'War on Drugs.' The incarceration rate of African-Americans and Hispanics is disproportionate to their ratio in the general population although more Caucasians use drugs than the minorities. One in three African-Americans between the ages of 18 and 34 at the present rate of incarceration will have experienced imprisonment in his lifetime. One in six Hispanics is estimated to go to prison while one in twenty-three Caucasians will have a similar experience. At the present rate of imprisonment the criminal justice system will accomplish by the year 2020 what the state segregation laws failed to do as a result of the Civil Rights Act of 1965.

So how do we compare to other nations?

The incarceration rate in Italy was 40 of every 100,000 people were imprisoned. Sweden was 60 per 100,000. France: 90 per 100,000. England: 125. South Africa: 400 per 100,000. Russia, with the second highest rate in the world: 675. The United States led the world with 690 per 100,000. Incredibly enough, the nation that proclaims itself the homeland and headquarters of world freedom comprises 5 percent of the world's population but houses more than 25 percent of the world's prisoners.
II. The Incarceration Rates
	Total Population
	272,330,000
	

	White
	224,103,000
	82.3% 

	Black
	34,997,000
	12.9%

	Hispanic
	30,461,000 
	11.2%

	Asian
	10,861,000
	4%

	American Indian
	2,369,000
	.9%
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Among men, blacks (28.5%) are about six times more likely than whites (4.4%) to be admitted to prison during their life. Some have noted that more black men are in prison in America than are in college.
In addition, if the severity of crime is extreme enough, the odds of African-American defendants of receiving a death sentence are 3.9 times higher than other similarly situated defendants of a different race.
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In order to determine whether race influences death sentencing, the researchers turned to the same techniques used in medical research to determine whether cigarette smoking causes cancer, or frequent exercise and good diet reduces heart attacks. Murder cases become death eligible through the existence of certain aggravating factors which make one murder "worse" than another.
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One interesting fact is that almost all the prosecutors making the key decision about whether death will be sought are white.
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Death row vs. U.S. population by race

· Percent of death row that is African-American192: 42.9%
· Percent of U.S. that is African-American193: 12.8%
· Percent of death row that is White194: 55.0%
· Percent of U.S. that is White195: 82.2%
· Percent of death row that is Hispanic196: 11.2%
· Percent of U.S. that is Hispanic197: 11.8%
· Percent of death row that is Native American198: 0.8%
· Percent of U.S. that is Native American199: 0.9%
· Percent of death row that is Asian200: 0.9%
· Percent of U.S. that is Asian201: 4.1%
A recent study in California found that those who killed whites were over 3 times more likely to be sentenced to death than those who killed blacks and over 4 times more likely than those who killed Latinos; however, the rates for the death penalty show that Caucasians are executed at a slightly higher rate than African-Americans. While 42% of the death row inmates are African-American and 46% are Caucasian, 58% of the Caucasians are actually executed, while only 34% of the African-Americans are. 
III. Comparisons to Female Incarceration Rate
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Among women, 3.6% of blacks and 0.5% of whites will enter prison at least once.

IV. Potential Reasons for the Discrepancy 
Criminal activity is not determined by race or low-income. Root causes of crime are not race, poverty, illiteracy, drugs or unemployment. Though the direct relationship to crime is unknown what is known is that poverty is the major cause of imprisonment and the majority of the inmates are from impoverished communities, the majority of whose citizens are minorities.

1. Legal Representation

 In 1997, the American Bar Association observed that quite often public defenders, who are most likely to be assigned to poor and largely minority defendants, are inexperienced, underpaid, overworked, and largely indifferent to their client's plight.
2. Lacking a Proper Support Structure/Abuse/Illness
A history of having been abused or neglected, mental health problems, family disorganization, and negative peer influence are associated with juvenile crime.

2. Get Tough on Crime
Richard Nixon chipped the vein of national sentiment with his 'Get Tough on Crime' policy proposed in the 1968 presidential campaign. By 1981 the national commitment to annual police expenditures quadrupled from $5 billion to $27 billion. Prison funding overcame educational funding and grew faster than defense expenditures. By the end of the Cold War the incarceration of inmates was the growth industry. Incarceration zoomed 98 percent. Between 1970 and 2000 the number of people incarcerated in the United States skyrocketed from 200,000 to 2,000,000, a ten-fold increase.
Drug laws hardened under the Reagan Orthodoxy. The proportion of drug and minor crime convictions rose. In 1968, 162,000 drug arrests were made nationwide, and in the year 2000 there were approximately 1,579,500 drug arrests.

Seventy-five percent of all street crime is related to drugs. Eighty percent of all street crime occurs in low-income households earning less than $7,500. The majority of the people filling our prisons come from impoverished backgrounds. The vast majority of low-income people of all races are law-abiding. The vast majority of people living in the impoverished areas are African-Americans and Hispanics. Ninety percent of all street crime involves several minority groups from low-income neighborhoods.
African-Americans and Caucasians use cocaine and marijuana at roughly the same rate in comparable ratio numbers to their general population, yet African-Americans incur five times the number of arrests of whites for these drugs.
	Poverty Rates for 1997

	Individual
	Family
	Female Headed Families

	African A.
	Whites
	African A.
	Whites
	African A.
	Whites

	26.5
	8.6
	23.6
	6.3
	39.8
	27.7
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V. The Nation’s Response

Juvenile crime is often identified by the public as one of its top concerns. The juvenile arrest rate (number of arrests per 1,000 juveniles) is a useful measure of community safety because it is associated with other risk factors affecting a community’s experience of safety including substance abuse, child abuse, family violence and gang involvement. Moreover, it is consistently reported, shows trends over time and can be compared with other communities.

The trend in the nation is to address the issue in four  ways: 

1. Increase police presence
2. Provide more after-school programs

3. Involve the community in crime reduction efforts
4. Spend more money on substance abuse programs

VI. The Outlook for Future Incarceration Rates

The percentage of minorities continues to increase at approximately the same rate as between 1980 and 1993, so it is stated that one out of three African-Americans between the ages of 18 and 34 will be in prison by the year 2020. It is projected that by the year 2020, 4.5 million African-Americans will be incarcerated. A quarter of the remaining half of 5.54 million will be Hispanics and the final 2.77 will be Caucasians and others. At this rate the criminal justice system will accomplish, by the year 2020, what the segregation laws failed to do because of the Civil Rights Act of 1965.

 

 

