
240  Lone Star Politics

If Texas were a country, it would rank fourth in incarceration rates, below Seychelles 
and St. Kitts and Nevis; Texas would be above Iran, China, and Russia.18 Texas further 
has nearly 400,000 people on probation in the state and another 111,000 on parole.19 
This high rate of incarceration in Texas reflects our political culture’s demands for 
politicians and policies to be tough on crime. The result is Texas policies that tend to 
criminalize more types of behavior and favor tougher sentences than policies of other 
states. In addition, in the last two decades, the state’s population has increased, and 
stiffer immigration and drug laws have combined with this growth to produce a glut of 
potential prisoners.

One of the most significant changes to the Texas prison system was the national 
movement to adopt stiffer drug laws in the 1970s and 1980s. At the national level, 
President Richard Nixon declared a war on drugs, created the national Drug 
Enforcement Agency, and called for a national policy to address drugs in the United 
States. States followed suit, most notably New York, which under Governor Nelson 
Rockefeller adopted automatic stiff penalties for possession of small amounts of drugs. 
Texas’s preference to be tough on crime meant that the state was eager to follow suit. 
The Texas Legislature adopted stiffer antidrug laws, harsher penalties for possession, 

  MAP 8.1    Incarceration Rates by State

Note: Rates are per 1,000 people.

Source: National Institute for Corrections, Corrections Statistics by State, http://nicic.gov/statestats (accessed July 28, 2016).
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