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The Politics of Punishment: Evaluating Political
Explanations of Incarceration Rates

Kevin B. Smith
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

Why have incarceration rates dramatically increased even as crime rates have remained stable or even
declined? This is a question of considerable policy and theoretical relevance that currently has no sat-
isfactory answer. I attempt to address this question by examining the key political explanations of
prison populations and the unit of analysis and data limitation obstacles that make it difficult to
conduct a comprehensive empirical analysis of these frameworks. I address these issues and under-
take such an analysis using a pooled state-level analysis covering the years 1980–1995. Results
suggest that the growth in prison populations has little to do with changes in crime rates or govern-
ment response to citizen attitudes. Instead it is the most basic elements of the political environment
(partisanship and elections) and the continuing legacy of racial social cleavages that explain why
incarceration rates have increased.

Prison populations in the United States have exploded as crime rates have
remained stable, or even declined. What accounts for the increased use of prisons
if it is not an instrumental policy response to criminal activity? Social theorists
suggest variation in punishment policies is ultimately driven by political consid-
erations. Imprisonment has few equals as a demonstration of the coercive powers
of the state, and those powers can and do serve a variety of political interests
(Black 1976; Chambliss and Seidman 1980; Garland 1991). Understanding why
prison populations are increasingly disconnected from levels of criminal activity
virtually requires a political explanation of incarceration (Blumstein 1998; Jacobs
and Helms 1996).

Constructing and testing political models of incarceration, however, has proved
difficult. Theoretically, much of the literature focuses on single-factor explana-
tions rather than accounting for the multiple political factors that shape incar-
ceration (see Jacobs and Helms 2001). Empirical analyses tend to come in one
of two forms: national-level studies across time or state-level studies across space
(e.g. Caldeira and Cowart 1980; Taggart and Winn 1993; Tonry 1999). Both
approaches have drawbacks. Using the nation as the unit of analysis may be 
inappropriate for studying what is primarily a state-level phenomenon (see
Michalowski and Pearson 1990). Cross-sectional analysis ignores the important
question of change across time, yet data limitations place important constraints
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on studying the temporal dimension at the state level. Existing state-level panel
studies, for example, use census data, which limits what can be studied, and
restricts the number of time points available for analysis while leaving ten year
gaps between them (Greenberg and West 2001; Jacobs and Carmichael 2001).

I seek to address this gap in the literature in two ways. First, I examine the
most prominent theoretical models of the political determinants of incarceration
and distill from these a set of representative hypotheses. Second, I test the empir-
ical validity of these hypotheses using an annual state-level data set covering the
years 1980–1995 (i.e., the period during which incarceration levels saw their most
dramatic increases).

Theory

Social theorists have proposed two broad explanations for imprisonment. 
The first is to preserve social order. Here incarceration is a tool to rehabilitate
deviants into productive citizens, to mete out “just desserts” to those who cross
the bounds of socially tolerable behavior, or to provide a credible threat that
deviant behavior will incur harsh costs (Blumstein 1998). Regardless of the par-
ticular penal philosophy, incarceration’s underlying objective from this perspec-
tive is to protect and maintain social order. In all its variants, this “orthodox”
explanation of incarceration predicts that prison populations vary with levels of
criminal activity.

The second explanation—accepted in some form by most social theorists—is
that incarceration serves political and social purposes above and beyond an instru-
mental response to threats to social order. Generally, politics is connected to
imprisonment through the claim that incarceration is used as a means of social
control. In simple terms, those who control the coercive power of the state use
that power to impose their values on others or to advance one constituency’s inter-
ests by damaging the interests of another. While this is generally accepted as fact,
there is no universally accepted theoretical framework explicating this link
between politics and incarceration. Instead there are a number of competing
models with varying levels of empirical support across a multidisciplinary liter-
ature. Most of these studies adopt a relatively narrow theoretical focus that pro-
motes single-factor explanations and results in empirical studies that (at least in
terms of their political dimensions) are underspecified (Jacobs and Helms 2001;
Tonry 1999). Rather than being tested comprehensively, the political environ-
ment, in effect, is being sliced into small explanatory segments that are exam-
ined independently. This makes it hard to comprehensively “housebreak” political
explanations of incarceration (Sutton 2000, 78).

Though the diffuse literature is intimidating in its sectarian theoretical
approaches, the key arguments about the political determinants of incarceration
break down into five broad explanatory claims: the underclass hypothesis, the
democracy-in-action hypothesis, the partisanship hypothesis, the electoral cycle
hypothesis, and the policy hypothesis.
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THE UNDERCLASS HYPOTHESIS. This argues that social fault lines appear around
racial and/or class differences and that the greater the proportion of the disfa-
vored group in a population the greater its perceived threat to the favored group.
Thus as the underclass grows, so does the use of prisons as a means to protect
the dominant position of those at the top of the social hierarchy. Perhaps the most
famous exposition of this argument is the racial threat hypothesis. V. O. Key
(1949) was among the first to articulate this hypothesis, and its basic logic is cap-
tured succinctly by Huckfeldt and Sprague: “White racial hostility is a common
feature of American political life, and it frequently varies as a direct function of
blacks’ presence in the population” (1993, 284). Such racial hostility is held to
explain why blacks are disproportionately represented in prison populations and
why the proportion of a population that is black is consistently reported to be 
a positive predictor of imprisonment levels (Michalowski and Pearson 1990;
Taggart and Winn 1993; Tonry 1999). Empirical analyses suggest blacks are the
particular target rather than minorities generally—the presence of other minority
groups (such as Latinos) do not show up as significant predictors of incarcera-
tion in multivariate analyses (Greenberg and West 2001; Jacobs and Carmichael
2001).

The underclass hypothesis, however, is not limited to race. Social hierarchies
can also be based on socioeconomics and stereotypes. Schneider and Ingram
(1997), for example, argue that a variety of groups in society are negatively
socially constructed and seen as deserving of punishment. Prominent among
these are the poor, who are seen as products of individual moral failure rather
than victims of systemic inequality. Such arguments about the politics of moral
order fit well with the influential Rusche and Kirchheimer (1968) hypothesis that
incarceration is used as a social tool to deal with excess labor. In essence, the
Rusche-Kirchheimer hypothesis states that capitalist societies deal with the poor
who are unable or unwilling to engage in economically productive activity by
finding ways to incarcerate them. This removes a potential source of social unrest
that could threaten the established order. Garland (1992) suggests it is not just
the absolute level of the have nots, but the specifics of economic stratification
that can trigger incarceration as a social control mechanism. As the relative gap
between the haves and the have nots gets wider, the perceived threat to social
order increases and with it the temptation to use prisons to meet that threat.

Thus, there are four basic ways to define an underclass: race (specifically,
blacks), absolute poverty, unemployment, and unequal distribution of wealth. At
some level, significant increases in any or all of these are held to constitute a
threat to the social order favoring the “haves,” triggering a response that includes
using prison as a means of social control over the “have nots.”

THE DEMOCRACY-IN-ACTION HYPOTHESIS. This argues that the government does
not use prisons to respond to the perceived threats posed by particular groups per
se. What it responds to is public opinion. If members of the public perceive the
probabilities of becoming a victim are increasing—not so surprising given the
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violent content of popular media and the prominence violent crime gets in news
reports—they may demand action (Beckett 1997; DiIulio 1999). A cornerstone
of democratic theory is that governments should respond to the will of the people,
and political scientists have devoted considerable effort to establishing the empir-
ical link between public opinion and policy (Erikson, Wright, and McIver 1993).
This link is not dependent upon public opinion being firmly grounded in factual
reality; it merely requires public opinion to send a clear message. Thus if the
public clearly delivers a message that crime should be dealt with harshly, demo-
cratic governments are likely to make policy accordingly, even if such policies
are not justified as instrumental responses to actual problems.

According to this argument, incarceration is not a mechanism of social control
directed at particular populations; it is simply a structural response to public atti-
tudes produced by the mechanics of the democratic process. A society that is ide-
ologically conservative may have a higher incarceration rate than a liberal society
with an identical crime rate, but this reflects a greater emphasis on the responsi-
bility of the individual rather than any willful attempt to preserve an inequitable
social hierarchy.

THE PARTISANSHIP HYPOTHESIS. The partisanship hypothesis argues that Repub-
licans have more to gain by pursuing tough law and order policies. Specifically,
the argument is that tough-on-crime stances offer Republicans a way to connect
with voting blocs that do not typically benefit from GOP economic policies. For
example, several scholars suggest that Republicans can mine antiminority senti-
ment in working class and Southern voters by using claims that Democrats are
“soft on crime” and with promises to deal with predatory behavior harshly
(Beckett 1997; Jacobs and Helms 1996; Tonry 1999). The partisanship hypothe-
sis is straightforward—it predicts a positive correlation between Republican
office holders and incarceration rates.

THE ELECTORAL CYCLE HYPOTHESIS. This suggests that being seen as tough on
crime benefits elected officials regardless of partisanship. It behooves office
holders, especially executives, to provide clear evidence of their stance on crime
during election years, and this creates a political imprisonment cycle associated
with executive elections. Empirical support for this argument comes almost
exclusively from national-level time series studies that find presidential election
years positively related to incarceration rates in multivariate models (Caldeira
1983; Jacobs and Helms 2001; see also Chambliss 1994; Scheingold 1991).
While this pattern is fairly persistent across a variety of studies, there is no full
accounting of how a president can manipulate what is essentially a state-level
phenomenon. The possibility that the political imprisonment cycle is a product
of executive electoral cycles at the state level (which can coincide with presi-
dential races) is virtually unexplored.

THE POLICY HYPOTHESIS. Imprisonment rates may grow because some policy
decisions have unforeseen—or at least not fully considered—consequences.
Good examples are the leeway judges have in sentencing convicted criminals and
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the harsh penalties many state legislatures have adopted for recreational drug use.
Depending on the state and the case, judges may have broad discretion to impose
a prison term or probation. Determinate Sentencing Laws (DSLs) can impose
strict limits on this discretion. Harsh drug penalties and varying the sentencing
options for judges were primarily designed to send strong deterrent messages,
not to increase prison populations. Some argue, however, that the latter has been
their primary impact (Marvell and Moody 1996; Meier 1994; Taggart and Winn
1993).

Testing Political Explanations of Incarceration

Because these frameworks are generally analyzed independently rather than
comprehensively, it is difficult to assess which (if any) offer the most robust
explanations of incarceration trends during the past twenty years. Finding those
robust explanations must overcome more than a narrow theoretical focus that
tends to produce (politically) underspecified models: any comprehensive empir-
ical analysis of incarceration rates must deal with a unit of analysis question and
its associated data limitation problems. Understanding incarceration trends 
virtually requires studying states across time (Michalowski and Pearson 1990).
Yet data for a comprehensive test across time at the state level is hard to come
by. The net result is that most existing studies are based on time-series analysis
at the national level (which raises a unit of analysis question) or state-level cross-
sectional analysis (which ignores variance across time—variance that is obviously
important to understanding why incarceration trends shift).

To the best of my knowledge, no single study of incarceration rates exists that
(1) uses a comprehensively specified model accounting for all five of the primary
hypotheses linked to the political role of imprisonment, and (2) examines state-
level variation across time as well as space.1 These are the necessary foundations
for constructing and testing a comprehensive political model of incarceration
(Greenberg and West 2001; Taggart and Winn 1993; Tonry 1999). I propose to
conduct such a test by empirically testing their ability to explain variation in
imprisonment levels across states and across time within a fully specified insti-
tutional model of incarceration. The constituent elements of this model are as
follows.

THE UNDERCLASS HYPOTHESIS. To test this hypothesis I use the percent of a
state’s population that is black, percent in poverty, the percent unemployed, and
a state-level gini index. The percent black variable operationalizes the racial threat
hypothesis. There are good reasons for limiting the racial threat hypothesis to
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1 Jacobs and Carmichael (2001) and Greenberg and West (2001) are the only potential exceptions
to this broad claim that I am aware of. Both studies propose comprehensive political models of incar-
ceration and test them with state-level panel data. Yet while both studies represent important mile-
stones in our understanding of the relationship between politics and incarceration, neither addresses
all of the hypotheses listed here, and the available data points are limited in both models by the reliance
on decennial census data.
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blacks: the empirical relationship between other minority groups and incarcera-
tion rates is weak, and there is little doubt that blacks (at least historically) have
been consciously targeted by the criminal justice system (see Greenberg and West
2001; Myers 1990).2 The unemployment variable represents a straight forward
test of the Rusche-Kircheimer hypothesis, and along with the poverty variable
and gini index, is used to test the argument that incarceration is used as a class-
rather than a race-based mechanism of social control. These represent arguments
that economic stratification creates social cleavages and that this stratification can
either come from the relative presence of an economically disadvantaged group
or from the relative distance between this group of “haves” and the “have nots”
(Chambliss and Seidman 1980; Garland 1991; Jacobs and Helms 2001).

THE DEMOCRACY-IN-ACTION HYPOTHESIS. The paucity of reliable state-level
public opinion data across time has historically made it difficult to operational-
ize political models of incarceration. Accordingly I employ Berry et al.’s (1998)
measure of citizenship ideology, which is an annual measure available for mul-
tiple years across all states.

THE PARTISANSHIP HYPOTHESIS. To test the partisanship hypothesis I use two
variables measuring partisan control of the elected institutions of state govern-
ment. The first is the percentage of state legislators who are Democrats. The
second is a measure of partisan control of the executive coded so that 1 = Demo-
cratic Governor, 0 = Republican governor and .5 = a nonmajor party governor.
Years where a governor switched parties or was replaced by an executive from
another party receive fractional scores. All these data are from Klarner (2003)
and represent the most up-to-date and reliable measures of partisan control of
state government.

THE ELECTORAL CYCLE HYPOTHESIS. I use a dummy variable where 1 indicates
a gubernatorial election year. I also include a separate dummy variable for each
of the presidential election years included in the analysis.3

THE POLICY HYPOTHESIS. I use four variables to test the policy hypothesis. First,
I include a dummy variable indicating states that have decriminalized possession
of small amounts (less than one ounce) of marijuana. States with more tolerant
attitudes towards recreational drug use are presumed to incarcerate fewer people
on drug violations. Second, I use a dummy variable to indicate states that have

930 Kevin B. Smith

2 There is also a practical reason—changes in the racial and ethnic classifications used by the
Census Bureau make it difficult to get comparable measures of other minorities across the time period
examined here.

3 I used individual dummies for presidential election years rather than a combined variable because
of the prominence of the election cycle hypothesis in the political science literature (e.g., Caldeira
and Cowart 1980). A combined variable was statistically insignificant, and I wanted to account for
the possibility that at least some presidential election years might produce spikes in incarceration
rates.
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DSLs as reported by Marvell and Moody (1996). Third, I include a dummy vari-
able indicating states with a “three strikes” law. Fourth, I include the number 
of adults on probation per 1,000 population. Sentencing reforms have long 
been suspected of playing a role in increasing imprisonment rates, though there
is disagreement on whether the expected long-term impact will be negative or
positive (Marvell and Moody 1996; Taggart and Winn 1993; Tonry 1999). DSLs
and three-strikes laws (which remove judicial discretion) and high-probation rates
(which suggest exercise of judicial discretion) provide the empirical tests of these
claims.4

I also include four control variables. The first two are violent and property
crime rates. This represents the test of the orthodox argument, i.e., that incarcer-
ation rates should vary with levels of crime. The second two are total state and
local education expenditures on education expressed as a percentage of State
Gross Product and the state’s divorce rate. These variables are used to represent
the arguments (and empirical record) of institutional theory, which argues that
society is structured by an array of institutions that set and determine individual
behaviors and attitudes and by doing so establish a communal moral order. Key
among these institutions are the economy, government, schools, and the family.
Institutional theory argues weakness in these agencies of social control will be
viewed as threats to the moral order and one response of the state to such a threat
will be to increase incarceration rates in an attempt to forcefully reestablish the
normative boundaries favored by the key social institutions. Institutional theory
probably has the most robust empirical support of any theory purporting to
explain incarceration rates, though it pays comparatively little attention the polit-
ical frameworks examined here (e.g., Sutton 2000). As variables representing
government and the economy are already supplied by the political models of
incarceration, divorce rates (intended as a measure of family stability) and invest-
ment in education (intended as a measure of commitment to and strength of edu-
cation) are included as controls to fully represent the institutional argument.
Measures and sources of all data are reported in the appendix.

Methods

I use the variables described above to predict incarceration rates in 49 states
between 1980 and 1995, i.e., the period when prison populations underwent their
most dramatic increase. The dependent variable is measured as inmates serving
at least a one-year sentence per 100,000 population. The missing state is Nebraska
(its nonpartisan legislature could not be coded on the partisan control variable).
The result is a pooled data set with an N of 784, representing observations on 49
states over 16 years.

The Politics of Punishment 931

4 One alternate approach here would be to test the relative strength of a states’ enthusiasm for the
war on drugs by including drug arrests. Limited data availability, however, made this impractical for
the time period covered.
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Pooled-time series is a powerful technique, but it often produces complicated
error structures that violate the basic assumptions of ordinary least squares
(OLS). Of primary concern in pooled models are unit effects and auto-correla-
tion, and various estimation techniques have been suggested to control for these
problems (Sayrs 1989). To address these potential problems I include a lag of the
dependent variable and use an OLS estimator with panel corrected standard errors
(PCSEs). PCSEs account for the nonspherical error terms that are typical in
pooled analyses because of unit effects (see Beck and Katz 1995). Such unit
effects were expected (and found) in this data set because of the unique circum-
stances of individual states. Lagging the dependent variable one year and includ-
ing it on the right-hand side of the equation brings the dynamics of the data set
to the fore and accounts for the AR1 serial correlation that was expected (and
found) in the data. With the lag, diagnostics show no contamination from serial
correlation (estimated rhos approach zero).5

While these corrections deal with key statistical challenges of a pooled analy-
sis, it is important to note that they have an important impact on interpretation
of the results. Using the lag means the impact of the independent variables is
being modeled as a geometrically distributed lag whose impacts are spread across
time. Roughly, what this means is that this is a model of differences rather than
levels. The lag serves to control for all the potential causes of incarceration rates
at time t-1, leaving the independent variables the job of trying to account for
changes between t-1 and time t (Wood 1992, n. 6). This makes for a highly con-
servative test of the hypotheses because the lag is expected to be the dominant
regressor and account for the lion’s share of the variance (in the reported models
it always accounts for more than 90% of the explained variance).

Results

The results presented in Table 1 provide a mixed bag for the com-
peting explanatory models, confirming some expectations but strongly rejecting
others.

As expected, the dominant regressor is the lagged dependent variable, which
has a coefficient greater than 1. This highlights the powerful role of inertia in
prison populations, as prison populations at time t-1 invariably begat a prison
population at time t at a slightly more than a 1-to-1 ratio. The institutional expla-
nation of incarceration rates gets mixed support: the education variable is a neg-
ative predictor and meets the p < .05 criterion; the divorce rate variable is (as
expected) positive, but the coefficient has a large standard error and is not sta-

932 Kevin B. Smith

5 I tried several alternate estimation approaches (e.g., dropping the lag and using fixed-effects esti-
mators) and several slightly different model specifications, though these produced little that substan-
tively contradicts what is reported in Table 1. The basic justification for the approach adopted is that
it makes for a very conservative test of the hypotheses: the lagged-dependent variable makes it highly
unlikely there is any serious specification bias because the lag accounts for all causes of the depend-
ent variable at t-1.
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tistically significant.6 The orthodox explanation—i.e., that increases in incarcer-
ation are a response to increases in crime—receives very little support. The coef-
ficients for both violent crime and property crime are indistinguishable from
zero.7 If the model provides weak support for the institutional and orthodox expla-
nations of incarceration in the presence of the strong control of the lag, do any
of the political frameworks perform better? The results show that when tested
comprehensively rather than independently, the competing political explanations
of incarceration rates get mixed levels of empirical support.
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TABLE 1

Political Determinants of Incarceration in the States, 1980–1995

Variable Coefficient (Panel Corrected Standard Error)

Lagged Incarceration Rate 1.02* (.01)
Divorce Rate .15 (.55)
Education -.65* (.32)
Violent Crime Rate .006 (.004)
Property Crime Rate .00 (.00)
Percent Black .26* (.13)
Gini Index 19.9 (41)
Poverty -.09 (.27)
Percent Unemployed .17 (.43)
Citizen Ideology -.02 (.06)
Partisan Control of Legislature -.07* (.30)
Partisan Control of Executive -.19 (1.1)
Gubernatorial Election Year 3.1* (1.3)
1980 Presidential Election -7.67* (3.5)
1984 Presidential Election -.34 (3.3)
1988 Presidential Election -1.4 (3.2)
1992 Presidential Election -2.8 (3.4)
Determinative Sentencing Law -2.09* (1.21)
Probation Rate -.29 (.21)
Three Strikes Law 3.09 (4.1)
Marijuana Decriminalization -1.04 (1.9)
Constant 2.42 
R2 .98
Number of Observations 784

*p < .05.

6 I use the traditional p < .05 alpha level, though there is debate about its utility in state-level studies
where the N of included states approaches 50 (see Gill 2001).

7 It is important to recognize that levels of violent crime may play an important role in explaining
incarceration rates (remove the lag and violent crime becomes a strong positive predictor in all
models). What the model is essentially estimating, however, is the impact of changes in these levels
from year to year. It is these changes that seem to have little impact. I experimented with several
forms of lags with the crime variables, reasoning there should be a lag between when the authorities
become aware of crime and the criminal justice system actually finding, trying and convicting
someone of that crime. Lags of one to three years made no substantive difference to the results.
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Only one element of the underclass hypothesis is confirmed. The Gini Index,
poverty, and unemployment variables never gain statistical significance. Percent
black, however, is a positive and significant predictor. This suggests that is the
race rather than class elements of the underclass hypothesis that really explain
incarceration rates. Clearly, the social fault lines built over race are still strong
enough to trigger the use of prisons as a means of social control. It also hints at
the possibility that incarceration rates for blacks and for whites may have differ-
ent explanations, a topic that may prove fruitful for future research.

The democracy-in-action hypothesis receives no support. The citizen ideology
measure is statistically insignificant, suggesting that incarceration rates are not a
structural response to citizen attitudes.

The partisanship hypothesis is confirmed by the legislative control measure.
The greater the percentage of legislative seats held by Democrats, the lower 
the incarceration rate. Though the coefficient for this measure is small, it is 
important to keep in mind that this does not capture the total impact of the 
variable. The -.07 coefficient is the estimated impact in the first year only, 
with the impact in subsequent years being picked up by the lagged-dependent
variable. It is possible to estimate the total impact of black population across 
the time period studied by dividing the variable’s coefficient by 1 minus the 
coefficient of the lagged dependent variable (Pindyck and Rubinfeld 1991, 206).
On that basis, the model is estimating that across the time period studied, 
incarceration rates decreased by an average of seven prisoners per 100,000 pop-
ulation for every 1 percentage point increase in the number of Democratic 
legislators. Given that the mean incarceration rate in the time period studied 
was about 185 prisoners per 100,000 population, the model suggests the par-
tisan makeup of legislatures plays an important role in explaining prison popu-
lations. The same is not true for the partisan makeup of the executive office. The
gubernatorial variable is in the expected direction, but does not achieve statisti-
cal significance.

The electoral cycle hypothesis gains strong confirmation, though the primary
claim associated with this argument—that the cycle is associated with presiden-
tial elections—is forcefully rejected. The gubernatorial election variable is
strongly positive and significant. The individual variables for presidential elec-
tion years show no consistent impact. The only significant presidential election
year is 1980, and this is a negative coefficient. The model thus suggests that the
electoral cycle hypothesis argument is correct, but that national-level studies con-
sistently attribute this effect to the “wrong” office (Caldeira and Cowart 1980;
Meier and Crotty unpublished). Executive electoral cycles matter, but at the state
rather than the national level.

The policy hypothesis also receives mixed support. The coefficients for the pro-
bation rate, three-strikes law, and marijuana decriminalization variables are all in
the expected directions, yet none cross the p < .05 threshold. The exception is the
DSL variable, which is negative and significant in both models. This suggests that

934 Kevin B. Smith
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determinate sentencing laws may well have had their intended deterrent impact
(this is consistent with the arguments and findings of Marvell and Moody 1996).8

Conclusion

This paper sought to address this basic question: what explains the increase in
incarceration rates in the United States? This is a question of pressing policy 
and theoretical relevance for which no comprehensive answer currently exists
(Blumstein 1998). Starting from the premise that the increase must be at 
least partially explained by politics, the empirical analysis sought an answer by
combining the key political frameworks applied to prison populations in a way
that also addressed key unit of analysis and data limitation issues in the relevant
literature.

The results of that analysis provide two responses to the basic question. First,
it suggests what does not explain the increase in incarceration rates. It is not asso-
ciated with increases in crime rates, it is not a response to citizen attitudes, it is
not socioeconomics, and it has little to do with presidential-level electoral cycles.
Second, it suggests what does explain the increase: partisan control of state gov-
ernment, gubernatorial election cycles, selected policy decisions, and race. This
second set of explanations lead to this overall conclusion: the explosive increase
in prison populations since the mid-1970s is largely a product of the most basic
elements of the political environment. The analysis here suggests that, rather 
than crime or a structural response to citizen attitudes, incarceration rates have
increased because of Republican electoral successes at the state level, the nature
of executive elections, and the continuing legacy of a racial social rift. It is pol-
itics in their most basic form, and in particular specific and identifiable state-level
policies and political processes that explain why incarceration rates in the 1980s
and 1990s became increasingly disconnected from crime rates.

Appendix: Variable Measures and Data Sources

VARIABLE MEASURE SOURCE

Incarceration rate People serving at least a Bureau of Justice Statistics. Various years.
one-year sentence Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics.
per 100,000 population Washington: USGPO 

Violent crime rate Homicide, rape, robbery, Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics.
and assaults per Various years.
100,000 population.
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8 The findings raised a number of interesting questions about interaction effects between variables.
I explored a large number of various permutations of the possible interactions and found uniformly
statistically insignificant results (not surprising as the interaction terms tended to introduce high levels
of multicollinearity into the model).
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Appendix: continued

VARIABLE MEASURE SOURCE

Property crime rate Burglary, larceny, and Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics.
motor vehicle thefts Various years.
per 100,000
population

Citizen Ideology Berry et al. (1998) Inter-university Consortium for Political and
ideology measure Social Research:

http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/index.html.
Marijuana Dummy variable where Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics.

Decriminalization 1 = possession of Various years.
< 1 oz. marijuana 
decriminalized

Determinative Dummy variable where Marvell and Moody (1996)
Sentencing Law 1 = a state with a 

determinative
sentencing law

Percent black Percent of population SPPQ data archive.:
that is black http://www.unl.edu/SPPQ/sppq.html

Divorce rate Divorces per 1000 U.S. Census Bureau. Various years.
population Statistical Abstract of the United States.

Washington: USGPO
Education State and local spending Bureau of Economic

on primary and Analysis:
secondary education http://www.bea.doc.gov/bea/regional/data.htm
spending as a percent National Center for Education Statistics. 
of gross state product Digest of Education Statistics. Various 
per capita (GSP) years.

Poverty Percent of population Statistical Abstract of the United States.
below the poverty line Various years.

Gubernatorial Dummy variable where Scannon, Richard, Alic McGillivray, and 
election year 1 = gubernatorial Rhodes Cool (1999). America Votes.

election year Washington: CQ Press.
Partisan control 1 = Democratic Gov. 0 = Klarner (2003)

of executive Republican Gov. .5 =
independent Gov.

Partisan control Mean percent of Klarner (2003)
of legislature Democratic legislators

from both houses of
legislators

Probation Rate Number of adults on Bureau of Justice Statistics.
probation per 1,000 Http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/dtdata.htm
population #probation.

Three Strikes Law Dummy variable where Clark, Austin, and Henry (1997)
1 = state with three-
strikes law

Gini Gini index for state Langer (1999)
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