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resolve disputes was manifested during this time. Indeed, 117,320 lawsuits 
were filed in U.S. district courts in 1975. By 1985, 273,670 lawsuits were 
filed in U.S. district courts.8 In other words, it was not just inmates who 
were using the courts to resolve civil matters!

In an effort to curb the number of lawsuits filed by inmates, Congress 
passed the Prison Litigation Reform Act (PLRA) in 1996. Among other 
things, this act required inmates to exhaust all administrative remedies and to 
pay a filing fee before filing suit. In addition, the law stipulated that higher fees 
would be paid by inmates who had a history (that is, three strikes) of filing friv-
olous lawsuits. As well, the PLRA restricted the amount of fees that attorneys 
could charge in these cases. The act seemed to have mixed success. Although 
filings decreased somewhat, as one researcher found, the law “seems to be 
making even constitutionally meritorious cases harder both to bring and win.”9

Danger in Prison
In 1972, inmates at Attica prison in New York state rioted over poor 
prison conditions and took over part of the prison. Holding 42 corrections 
officers and staff hostage for four days, the inmates had many demands, 

Number of Petitions

1975

1980

1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

2010

0 10,000 20,000 30,000 40,000 50,000 60,000 70,000

19,307

23,287

33,468

42,623

63,634

58,257

57,706

52,237

2013 56,955

Prisoner Petitions FiledFIGURE 14.2

U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the U.S.

Prison Litigation Reform 
Act: A law requiring inmates 
to exhaust all administrative 
remedies and pay a filing fee 
before filing suit claiming that 
their rights have been abused.


