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today, that figure is about 2.2 million; another 

4.7 million Americans are on probation and 

parole (Carson & Sabol, 2012; Glaze & Kaeble, 

2014), meaning that almost 7 million people, 

or about 2% of the population, experience 

some sort of criminal justice supervision. This 

situation is less a function of some staggeringly 

high number of evil people in this country than 

it is of the “tough on crime” policies that have 

taken hold in the last few decades. In 2013, the 

U.S. incarceration rate was 716 prisoners per 

100,000 people (Walmsley, 2013). No other 

industrialized country comes close to this figure 

(see Exhibit 8.3). In 2014, the American Civil 

Liberties Union began an eight-year campaign 

to convince politicians and policymakers that 

this overreliance on imprisonment has become 

costly and counterproductive (Eckholm, 2014).

The Social Reality of Crime  But within the 

United States, certain types of people have 

always been more likely than others to be defined 

as criminal in the first place. According to the 

conflict perspective, most societies ensure that 

offenders who are processed through the crimi-

nal justice system are members of the most dis-

advantaged groups (Reiman & Leighton, 2013). 

In particular, poor people are more likely to get 

arrested, be formally charged with a crime, have 

their cases go to trial, get convicted, and receive 

harsher sentences than more affluent citizens 

(Parenti, 1995; Reiman & Leighton, 2013). Poor 

defendants who can’t afford bail are sometimes 

detained awaiting trial for a longer amount of 

time than if they’d been convicted right away 

(Dewan, 2015). Furthermore, although the 

accused have a constitutional right to an attor-

ney even if they can’t afford one, many poor peo-

ple still face legal proceedings alone. It turns out 

that this constitutional provision only applies 

to criminal cases, not civil ones. Hence, in civil 

matters such as home foreclosures, job loss, 

and child support, poor people often end up 

representing themselves, which usually means 

they lose because they don’t present necessary 

evidence, commit procedural mistakes, and fail 

Exhibit 8.3 Incarceration Rates Worldwide 
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SOURCE: Walmsley, 2013.


