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Yet, as best we can tell (and as was mentioned in Chapter 1), we do not have proportion-
ately more crime these days than at any other period in our history (see Figure 21.2). In 
fact, based on victimization and police reports, it appears that by 2014, we had the low-
est rate of victimization since the National Crime Victimization Survey began in 1973. 
As indicated in Figures 21.1 and 21.2, crime, even violent crime, has been decreasing at 
the same time as use of corrections has been increasing.

In addition, our use of corrections is not in sync with what other countries are doing. We 
have similar crime rates (Farrington, Langan, & Tonry, 2004), yet our incarceration rate 
(by 2012) was more than 14 times that of Japan; 5 to 7 times that of France, Canada, 
China, and England and Wales; and 3 to 4 times that of Saudi Arabia and Chile (Walmsley, 
2013). Russia is the only other developed nation that gets close to our incarceration rate, 
and the United States still outpaces that nation, with 1.5 times their incarceration rate.

Second, interestingly enough, these punitive policies have not had the effect of increasing 
sentencing length. The average sentence to prison in state courts in 1992 was 6.5 years, 
as compared with 5.5 years in 2009 (Bonczar, 2011, p. 1). It is not clear why sentencing 
length has decreased at the same time that more punitive policies are in effect. It is pos-
sible that decreased sentence length might be one of those unintended consequences of 
the overuse of incarceration. The capacity of prisons and jails, along with probation and 
parole caseloads, has been vastly increased over the last 20 years, but it may not have 
increased enough to accommodate the numbers of processed felons in the courts. What 
this means is that courts are forced to adjust their sentences to the lower relative capacity 
of prisons, and parole boards are pressured to release inmates as prisons and jails fill up.

Third, punitive policies, as was discussed in other chapters, have led to an explosion in 
the number of women and minority group members who are incarcerated or under some 
form of correctional supervision (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2006; Carson, 2015; Irwin, 
2005; Pollock, 2004). Until the current version of the drug war was resurrected—yes, 
there were others in American history (Abadinsky, 1993)—the proportion of women 
to men and racial and ethnic minorities to whites in prisons, in jails, and on parole and 
probation was somewhat stable (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2006).

Source: Truman and Langton (2015, p. 1).

FIGURE 21.2    �Violent and Property Victimization, 1993–2014
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