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Gender, Race, and Hispanic Origin in the System
The rate of adults imprisoned differs greatly by gender, race, and Hispanic origin. At year-

end 2011, adult males were imprisoned at a rate of 932 per 100,000, which is more than 14 
times greater than the 65 per 100,000 rate characterizing adult females during that year (see 
Figure 1.1).9 Black non-Hispanic adult males were imprisoned at a rate of 3,023 per 100,000, 
which is more than six times the rate of 478 per 100,000 that characterizes white non-His-
panic adult males.10 During 2011, the rate of imprisoning women differed greatly by race. 
Black non-Hispanic females were imprisoned at a rate of 129 per 100,000, while their white 
non-Hispanic counterparts were imprisoned at a rate of 51 per 100,000.11

Not all of the differences in imprisonment rates are based solely on variation in criminal 
behavior. Research indicates that some personal characteristics are associated with a greater 
likelihood of harsher punishment.12 In other words, a white female and a black male com-
mitting the same criminal act may be treated differently in the system. The white female may 
never be arrested, while the black male may find himself incarcerated. This lack of equity in 
justice is reflected in the quote by Judge Sturgess found at the beginning of the chapter: “Jus-
tice is open to everyone in the same way as the Ritz Hotel.” In other words, powerful citizens 
who are wealthy and in the majority are given the best accommodations, while the poor and 
minorities are treated harshly. Given the serious consequences of being incarcerated, this 
inequity is important to recognize.

Differences in the likelihood of being sanctioned in the community or incarcerated 
also are associated with characteristics of the victim. Let’s consider capital punishment. 

?
COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

Distinguishing Among Sanctions
Students, citizens, and the media often confuse 

the terms prison, jail, parole, and probation. As will be 
presented in greater detail in subsequent chapters, 
these terms designate different institutions and 
conditions. 

Jails are local facilities managed by cities and 
counties that perform a somewhat overlapping but 
distinct purpose from prisons and penitentiaries. While 
prisons hold individuals convicted of crimes, jails hold 
both those convicted of crimes and individuals who have 
not been convicted. For example, jails detain people 
who have not been offered bail and those who cannot 
make bail prior to a trial. Prisons hold persons convicted 
of more serious offenses serving longer sentences; jails 
detain some individuals who have been convicted of 
misdemeanors serving a sentence of less than 1 year. An 
exception to this is the case of prison overcrowding—jails 
may then incarcerate state and federal felony prisoners 
serving longer sentences (for a fee).

Probation and parole are types of sentences. 
Probation is a sentence that suspends or delays 
a term of full-time incarceration in prison or jail. In 
return for the suspended or delayed sentence, the 
judge orders the offender returned to the community, 
where he or she must abide by certain rules and 
conditions. Since its inception, the use of probation 
(and other intermediate sanctions) has become the 
most common form of sanction administered in the 
United States. Typically, a person given probation has 
not served time in a jail or prison for that particular 
offense. A person just released from prison may 
be placed on parole as part of his or her sentence. 
Parole operates like probation in that the offender is 
released from prison back into the community, where 
he or she must abide by certain rules and conditions. 
Failure to comply with those rules means returning 
to prison.




