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sentenced inmates incarcerated under state and federal jurisdiction for
the years 1925 through 2001. The numbers are reported as rates per
100,000 total national population to allow for meaningful comparisons
across time. The trend for the fifty-year period from 1925 through 1974
indicates a series of ups and downs in prisoner populations with an aver-
age of 106 per 100,000. Since 1975, however, the rate of incarceration has
soared, reaching a high of 478 per 100,000 in the year 2000—over 450 per-
cent of the 1925–1974 average!

Chart 1: Incarceration Rates, United States, 1925–2001

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics, U.S. Department of Justice

A close look at chart 1 reveals a steady build-up of prisoner population
during the decade of the Great Depression (1929–1939) to a high point of
137.1 per 100,000 in 1939, a rate that would not be surpassed until 1979
(137.3 per 100,000). Beginning in 1940, the incarceration rate decreased
sharply until it reached a low point at the end of the Second World War.
A gradual upward trend began in 1947 and, with a small drop during the
Korean War, continued through 1961. A pronounced downward trend
started in 1962 and continued throughout the war in Vietnam, reaching
the lowest rate in post-depression America in 1968 at 94.3 per 100,000.

The most remarkable feature of chart 1 is the skyrocketing trend in
incarceration that began at the end of the Vietnam War era and contin-
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