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illness, including depression.21 Findings show that about 73% of female prisoners suffer from a 
mental health issue, compared with 55% of male prisoners.22 Females are two times more likely 
than males to be HIV positive, and more likely to report that they were using drugs at the time 
of their first offense. In 2004, 60% of female prisoners (compared with 56% of male prisoners) 
used drugs in the month before the offense that resulted in their incarceration.23

Race and Hispanic Origin in Prisons
Prison, race, and Hispanic origin are intimately tied together, as the history discussed in this 

chapter indicates. Today, prisons contain a disproportionate number of people of color. At the 
end of 2012, 33% of prisoners were non-Hispanic white, 37% were black, and 22% were Hispanic 
(Figures 11.2, 11.4, 11.5).24 These percentages indicate a smaller proportion of whites and larger 
proportions of blacks and Hispanics than would be expected based on the population alone. This 
difference suggests that white incarceration rates are lower than black and Hispanic rates. When 
considering only male prisoners in state or federal prison, the percentages are similar: 32% are 
non-Hispanic white, 37% are black, and 22% are Hispanic.25 These differences suggest that black 
males were six times and Hispanic males were more than two times more likely to be incarcerated 
than non-Hispanic white males in 2012. A focus on females paints an entirely different story: 
49% of all female prisoners are non-Hispanic white, while 23% are black and 17% are Hispanic.26
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Figure 11.3  n  Number of Women in State and Federal Prisons, 1980–2012

The number of women who are incarcerated has grown dramatically since the 1980s. Are women more 
dangerous than they once were? Or are women more likely to be arrested than they once were? What 
could account for the massive increase, and how does it affect our society?

Source: Carson, E. A., & Golinelli, D. (2013). Prisoners in 2012—Advance counts. Bureau of Justice Statistics, Office of Justice 
Programs, U.S. Department of Justice.
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Figure 11.2  n  Percentage of Men in State and Federal Prisons by Race, December 2012

There was a larger percentage of non-Hispanic blacks among male prisoners than any other group as of 				            2012. What could possibly account for this discrepancy? Is it greater levels of poverty? A lack of educa-
tional opportunities? Less opportunity overall? A racist criminal justice system? If you were a policymaker, 				            would better understanding why this discrepancy exists be a priority for you? Why or why not?

Source: Carson, E. A., & Golinelli, D. (2013). Sentenced state and federal prisoners, by sex, race, Hispanic origin, and age, 				            December 31, 2012. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
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