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Article

The demographic divide:
Population dynamics,
race and the rise of
mass incarceration in
the United States

Michael C Campbell
University of Missouri, USA

Matt Vogel
University of Missouri, USA and TU Delft, Netherlands

Abstract

This manuscript examines whether certain fundamental demographic changes in age

structures across racial groups might help explain incarceration rates in the United

States. We argue that a “demographic divide”—a growing divergence in the age struc-

tures of blacks and whites—was an important factor that contributed to the nation’s

rising incarceration rates. Where age disparities between blacks and whites were higher

ideological conservatism and religious fundamentalism increased, as did incarceration

rates. We contend that historical forces shape how groups respond to subsequent

social problems and proposed solutions to them and explore how “generational

effects” may shape law and policy. Specifically, we suggest that states with older

white and younger black populations created fertile conditions for a more punitive

brand of politics and penal policy. We analyze decennial state-level data from 1970

to 2010 and examine whether differences in the median ages of blacks and whites

contributed to changing incarceration rates within states over time. We situate our

findings within the broader scholarship that has engaged the complex links between

race, religion, political conservatism, and punishment. Our findings illustrate the impor-

tance of accounting for long-term shifts in social structure in understanding more

proximate changes in law and policy.
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Introduction

Efforts to explain the sharp and prolonged increases in imprisonment in the United
States have generated a robust and thriving literature that has illuminated the com-
plex links between social conflicts, rising crime rates, economic shifts, political pro-
cesses, and the legal and policy changes that helped drive prison expansion (e.g.,
Alexander, 2010; Beckett, 1997; Garland, 2001; Gottschalk, 2014; Simon, 2007).
Historical research has helped demonstrate how these forces converged within spe-
cific state-level contexts to fuel increasingly aggressive and punitive responses to
crime that created nation’s carceral state (e.g., Barker, 2009; Campbell and
Schoenfeld, 2013; Lynch, 2010; Miller, 2008; Page, 2011). The incarceration boom
was not the product of any single factor but of a “uniquely American combination of
crime, race and politics that shaped the adoption of more punitive criminal justice
policies” (National Research Council, 2014: 104).

This article adds to this literature in two ways. First, it illuminates how some-
times overlooked shifts in the nation’s demographic structure shaped the political
terrains upon which battles over law and policy unfolded. Specifically, this paper
argues that a “demographic divide”—defined here as the rapid divergence of
African American and white age structures in the years following Second World
War—altered America’s social fabric. This divide fueled higher levels of Christian
fundamentalism and ideological conservatism, abetting the expansion of incarcer-
ation within states over the latter half of the 20th-century by exacerbating long-
standing racial divisions. Second, we argue that explanations of law and policy
would benefit from accounting for generational forces, or the ways in which his-
torical events condition how groups respond to social problems, and how these
processes are inherently stratified across age and race.

The demographic divide could help explain broader shifts in the social and
political underpinnings that helped give rise to mass incarceration. Explanations
of American penality stressing the importance of the nation’s political economy
(Gottschalk, 2014), inherent tensions in late-modern social structures and cultures
that produced more punitive norms (Garland, 2001), and political strategy and
racialized fear mongering (Alexander, 2010; Beckett, 1997; Simon, 2007), are
sometimes hard-pressed to account for the persistence of the “law and order”
movement’s successes and for the magnitude of the differences between the US
and other nations. As increasingly punitive political positions became the biparti-
san norm, crime’s political utility should have waned. Instead, punitive criminal
justice policies sustained a striking momentum that overwhelmed concerns about
effectiveness, cost, justice, and sustainability (Clear and Frost, 2013). Accounts
stressing the importance of America’s federalist structure and the legal and polit-
ical processes it generates provide useful insights into the ways institutions shape
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long-term outcomes (Campbell and Schoenfeld, 2013; Miller, 2008) but cannot
effectively explain why crime’s politicization resonated more than other social
issues embedded in the same institutional frameworks.

Considering links between population dynamics and incarceration provides
useful insights into why politicians appealing to “law and order” were so successful
in particular state contexts. Crime, after all, was only one among many issues that
politicians might deploy to mobilize voters’ anxieties for electoral gain in the latter
20th-century. Fears over Communism and nuclear war, inflation and deindustri-
alization, and the mounting national debt were all poignant issues as crime increas-
ingly occupied the center stage of state and national politics (McGirr, 2001). And
efforts to stir fear of crime were not new; federal bureaucrats successfully stoked
fears of drugs and organized crime early in the 20th-century (Chambliss, 1999;
Gottschalk, 2006), but their efforts failed to generate sweeping changes in state and
federal criminal justice akin to those that drove mass incarceration. And while
penal policy and practice have always been the product of contestation and conflict
(Goodman et al., 2017), the winners of these conflicts were increasingly those who
were willing to invest mightily in imprisoning far more people.

Our goal is not to undermine explanations of incarceration’s rise that emphasize
the importance of political strategy (Beckett, 1997; Simon, 2007), shifting cultural
trends (Garland, 1990, 2001), political institutions and American federalism
(Campbell and Schoenfeld, 2013; Miller, 2008), or those linking penal change
with neoliberalism and America’s political economy (Goodman et al., 2015;
Gottschalk, 2006, 2014; Lacey and Soskice, 2015; Wacquant, 2006). Rather, we
attempt to highlight how demographic forces magnified the racial tensions that
permeate these explanations and to provide a nuanced account of the forces that
helped shape changes in state political cultures that provided fertile ground for
those pressing imprisonment. Lastly, we raise questions about how generational
dynamics might play an important role in explaining America’s uniquely punitive
brand of criminal justice.

Literature review

Racial dynamics are deeply woven into the political and legal processes that drove
the carceral state’s expansion in the US. As Alexander (2010) has argued, America’s
prison binge was inextricably intertwined with racial forces that captured and recon-
figured historical prejudices within new socio-political contexts. Recent historical
work highlights how race is deeply embedded in the state-level political processes
that drive penal policy and practice (e.g., Goodman et al., 2017; Lynch, 2010).
Group threat theories have long posited that a polity’s racial composition affects
social control. These explanations contend that the size of minority populations has
a curvilinear relationship with punishment; as the share ofminorities in a population
increase, so too should punitive responses to their behavior. Once the size of the
minority population reaches a critical mass, efforts at social control should begin to
diminish (Blalock, 1967; Blumer, 1958; Bobo and Hutchings, 1996). Indeed,
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increasing proportions of minorities, especially blacks, have been linked to increas-
ing state incarceration rates (Campbell et al., 2015; Greenberg and West, 2001;
Jacobs and Carmichael, 2001) and punitive attitudes (Jacobs and Helms, 2001).
Campbell et al. (2015) found that the proportion of blacks in a state’s population
has persisted as the strongest predictor of state incarceration rates, even after violent
crime rates dropped precipitously in the 1990s.

Racial conflict could be linked not just to the size of minority populations but
also to the composition of majority and minority groups. As is discussed in greater
detail below, much of the growth in the black population post-Second World War
can be attributed to high rates of fertility rather than mass immigration. Thus, the
link between minority population size and incarceration rates uncovered in prior
work reflects the growing proportion of young blacks within states over time.
Indeed, Brown’s (2016) recent work demonstrates how the proportion of young
black males remains a robust correlate of incarceration rates within states over
time. Similarly, Vogel and Porter (2016) demonstrate that a sizable portion of
racial and ethnic disparities in incarceration can be attributed to the greater con-
centration of blacks and Hispanics at younger ages. Examining migration and
punishment trends during the “Great Migration” Muller (2012) finds that factors
such as criminal offending or economic forces alone cannot explain rising incar-
ceration rates and racial disparities in Northern states. Rather, it was the responses
to the growth in the African American population within states and cities with
larger proportions of recent European immigrants working as police that best
accounted for penal trends (Muller, 2012). Collectively, this work suggests that
the oft-observed link between race and incarceration likely operates through more
nuanced pathways associated with differential demographic processes characteriz-
ing the black and white populations. We build upon this body of literature by
arguing that the growth and persistence of mass incarceration in the US can be
best understood as reflecting the confluence of legacies of racial animus, shifting
demographics, generational dynamics, and political decisions that ultimately
increased incarceration.

Population dynamics in the US: 1950–2010

The age structure of the US shifted dramatically in the years following Second
World War. The best documented of these trends is the post-war “baby boom,”
when fertility rates increased as much as 40%. Overall, the baby boom persisted for
nearly two decades, spanning from roughly 1946 to 1964 (Colby and Ortman, 2014).
The annual number of births consistently exceeded 3 million during this period,
reaching an apex of 4.3 million in 1957. Discussed less often is the fact that the
tempo of the baby boom varied across racial and ethnic groups and was isolated to
specific regions of the US (Tamura et al., 2012). The black baby boom peaked
several years after the white boom, and while white fertility rates droppedmarkedly,
black fertility rates remained at above-replacement levels through 2010 (Mather,
2012). Moreover, while the black birthrate increased across the country, there was
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no notable increase in white births in Southern states (Tamura et al., 2012). Figure 1
presents the intrinsic rates of natural increase (r), or the expected rate of growth for
the white, non-white, and total population from 1940 to 1995. These trends can be
interpreted as the expected change in the population that would eventually occur
from the prevailing age-specific fertility and mortality rates, assuming no migration.
Thus, these trends provide an intuitive means of comparing population dynamics
without the confounding influence of differential migratory patterns across groups.
Both the black and white populations enjoyed high levels of fertility in the years
spanning 1940–1970. However, the trends diverge significantly in 1972, with the
white population dropping below zero and the non-white population hovering
above zero for the remainder of the series. In this sense, the prevailing fertility
rates projected population declines and, resultantly, population aging among
whites and population growth and slower rates of aging among non-whites.

These two trends—divergent booms and differential fertility decline—had a
significant effect on the age structures of the black and white populations in the
latter half of the 20th-century. Figure 2 presents the median ages of the white and
black populations from 1820 through 2010.1 The black and white populations
display very similar trends for the early part of the series, with the age disparity
hovering between 3 and 4 years. In 1940, the last decennial estimate prior to the
baby boom, the median age of whites was 29.5 and the median age of blacks was
25.4. In real terms, the white population in the US was four years older than the
black population as the US entered the Second World War. The baby boom had a
profound impact on both black and white age structures, contributing a decline in
median age for the first time in recorded US history. But, as demonstrated in this
figure, the prevailing fertility rates had a stronger influence on the age structure of
the black population, effectively knocking the two trends out of equilibrium for the
next 20 years.
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Figure 1. Intrinsic rates of growth for total population and by race (1940–1993). Prior to 1970,
data are grouped into five-year intervals. Estimates are based on annual data thereafter.
Source: Statistical Abstracts of the United States, US Census Bureau.
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Between 1940 and 2010, the median age of whites in the US increased to 10
years, while of the black population increased to 6 years. By 2010, the age disparity
between the white and black population had increased to over 7 years. At first
blush, this may seem relatively small. However, for changes like this to occur at a
population level requires sharp differences in fertility rates over time. Perhaps
more importantly, these trends were not uniform across states. The median age
of blacks in Vermont increased by only .3 years between 1970 and 2010, while the
average age of whites increased by 16.4 years. While the largest disparities in
median age growth are found in states with historically small black populations
(e.g., Maine, Idaho, North Dakota), marked disparities also characterized many
Midwestern and Sunbelt states, states that led the charge in incarceration.
Conversely, the black and white populations in Northeastern states like
New York and New Jersey aged at similar rates over the past five decades, gener-
ating remarkably stable differences in age structure over time. Collectively, these
trends highlight (1) an increasing age disparity between blacks and whites in the
US, with whites aging more rapidly than blacks and (2) that age disparities were
not uniform across states. Gradual but substantial shifts in population aging might
help explain how crime politics seemed to exhibit an appeal that often trumped
concerns about other pressing social issues such as public health, education, and
rising inequality. We argue that aging whites were especially responsive to cam-
paigns and lawmakers that linked the growing proportion of younger blacks to
danger and the need for more aggressive and punitive law enforcement policies.
Previous research has identified violent crime, political conservatism, Republican
Party power, religious fundamentalism, and minority share of the population as
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important factors in explaining state incarceration rates (Campbell et al., 2015;
Greenberg and West, 2001; Jacobs and Carmichael, 2001). Social contexts char-
acterized by aging white populations and growing, younger black populations
might be more conducive to the social and political factors that have been consis-
tently associated with higher incarceration rates. Divergent age structures across
racial groups likely exacerbated historical tensions between blacks and whites,
especially among older whites whose life experiences were rooted in pre-Civil
Rights social conditions where racial tensions were suppressed.

Recent research on historical shifts in public opinion suggests that an increas-
ingly conservative public might have predated the political focus on crime (Enns,
2014). Given consistent findings that ideological conservatism has been associated
with state incarceration rates (Campbell et al., 2015; Greenberg and West, 2001;
Jacobs and Carmichael, 2001) and that states with conservative political cultures
have historically embraced aggressive and punitive responses to crime (Lynch,
2010; Perkinson, 2010), it seems essential to understand why conservatism per-
sisted and, ultimately, why it is associated with higher incarceration rates. After all,
conservatism historically incorporated ideological currents seemingly contradicto-
ry to mass incarceration, including fiscal conservatism and limits to state power.
Shifting demographic structures at the state level might have fueled changes in and
higher rates of conservatism or other factors and tilted the political balance in ways
that abetted mass incarceration’s rise and persistence.

Diverging age structures could have helped fuel politically conservative ideolo-
gies that predated the Civil Rights era. Generational differences rooted in the
shared historical experiences of birth cohorts provide valuable clues that make
sense of changing political currents in the latter 20th-century. Danigelis et al.
(2007) find that attitudes within age cohorts continue to evolve over the life
course, often trending toward more tolerant views, but that older cohorts’ views
most often remain more conservative than those of younger cohorts. Schuman and
Scott (1989) found that peoples’ memories of significant events vary across age
cohorts (i.e., older people were more likely to emphasize the importance of Second
World War than younger generations) and are conditioned by social factors such
as gender and race. Building on this work, Griffin (2004) shows that peoples’
memories of the Civil Rights Movement in particular were also shaped by
region and were more salient in the South. Changes in attitudes and conservatism,
including those linked to race, crime, and punishment, might be contingent on
proximate, or state-level demographic forces and differential historical experiences
of age cohorts.

White voters who were 35–55 years old in 1980 (among those most likely to
vote) entered adulthood before the Civil Rights Movement became a national
phenomenon. This generation came of age during and after the nation’s victory
in the Second World War, which was celebrated for the depth of national unity and
the nation’s emergence as a global super power (Schuman and Scott, 1989). For
most whites, pre-Civil Rights Era racial tensions likely remained abstract and
marginal as these tensions were whitewashed in an age of heightened patriotism.
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These historical experiences might have created conditions where partisan appeals
that later linked race, violence, and calls for stringent formal social controls were
especially well received. Historical pressures generated by the Civil Rights
Movement (e.g., urban unrest, political upheaval) forged generational differences
across larger, aging white populations and youthful African American populations
that continued to grow well beyond the white baby boom. Thus, violent crime
might have been more readily linked to young and growing black populations
rather than to the rapidly decaying urban conditions driven by deindustrialization
and suburbanization. The association between Republican Party strength and
incarceration reflected that party’s effectiveness in linking crime to individual
moral failings within political contexts characterized by growing age disparities.
Ultimately, group tensions were exacerbated by differential historical experiences
across black and white cohorts that generated support for new systems of racial
subordination within changing contexts over time.

This demographic divide helps explain consistent findings that link support for
more punitive criminal justice policies and the proportion of Christian Protestant
fundamentalists who accept “the existence and power of transcendent religious
evil” (Baker and Booth, 2016: 151). Research has linked Protestant fundamentalist
Christians, those who adhere to a literal interpretation of the Bible, and more
punitive attitudes (Grasmick et al., 1992), and support for corporal punishment
for juveniles and capital punishment (Grasmick and McGill, 1994). Clues to the
relationship between religious fundamentalism and support for punitiveness
emerge from Emerson and Smith’s (2000) research on evangelical Christians.2

Their work outlines how religious fundamentalists emphasize individual and
spiritual solutions to social and political problems that minimize the importance
of the structural forces that perpetuate racial inequality (Emerson and Smith, 2000).
Evangelicals’ worldview inhibits a full understanding of “racialization,” or struc-
tural racism, because their beliefs tend to “minimize and individualize” racism,
blame individuals for racial problems, obscure inequality’s role in exacerbating
racial problems, and lead them to support overly simplistic “unidimensional”
solutions (Emerson and Smith, 2000: 170). Support for long prison sentences for
individual offenders fits well with this worldview, providing a direct, individualized,
and utilitarian response to the perceived moral failings that lead to crime, while
ignoring the socioeconomic structures that reinforce inequality and racial
oppression.

But links between religious fundamentalism and punitiveness are not as direct as
they might seem. As King’s (2008) work has illustrated, support for more punitive
state responses to offending is partly contingent on which groups are most likely to
be targeted by state sanctions. King examined the prevalence of local enforcement
of hate crime laws—laws likely to punish majority group offenders whose offenses
targeted minorities—and found a negative association between religious funda-
mentalism and political conservatism and hate-crime law enforcement. This
work provides compelling evidence that religious and political characteristics are
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not directly linked to support for punitiveness but are instead contingent on the
groups which state sanctions are most likely to affect.3

Current study

We examine whether the differential timing of the baby booms and variation in the
fertility decline between the black and white populations created prime conditions
for mass incarceration to emerge. From this vantage, this study helps illuminate
the more fundamental mechanisms that allowed appeals to law and order politics
to be successful. Using state-level decennial data from 1970 to 2010, we build upon
existing scholarship by examining whether state-level variation in the population
dynamics characterizing the black and white populations contributed to rising
incarceration rates within states over time. Importantly, our analyses treat these
fundamental demographic changes as antecedent factors, allowing us to first con-
sider whether differential age structures are associated with incarceration and to
then consider the extent to which these shifts contributed to changes in more
proximate sociopolitical forces, namely religious fundamentalism, conservatism,
and Republican Party strength. Finally, we examine whether these proximate
mechanisms account for the effect of racial age structures on incarceration.

Methods

Data

Consistent with prior research, the analyses utilize state-level decennial data drawn
primarily from the US Census. We rely on decennial data as the population
dynamics proposed here are unlikely to be captured through annual estimates
(as changes in age structure should become salient over longer intervals). We use
1970 as our starting point as consistent measures of age and racial composition are
not available for earlier decades. Our analytic sample consists of data on 50 states
measured at five time points, generating a pooled sample of 250 state-years.
Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.

Incarceration rate

The dependent variable is the size of the incarcerated population, measured as the
number of prisoners under state jurisdiction per 100,000 population as reported by
the Bureau of Justice Statistics. In order to preserve temporal ordering, we heed
the advice of Campbell et al. (2015) and measure the outcome variable as the
average of the incarceration rate two, three, and four years beyond the decennial
year. We use the overall size of the incarcerated population rather than new
admissions to capture state level policy and administrative processes.4 The variable
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has been log transformed to the base e in the regression models to reduce skew and
ensure multivariate normality.5

Population age disparity

The focal independent variable, white/black age disparity, is the ratio of the median
age of the white population relative to the median age of the black population, as
enumerated by the decennial census. It is coded such that a value of 1.0 indicates
no age disparity. Values exceeding 1.0 indicate that the median age of whites is
greater than that of blacks, while values less than 1.0 indicate that the population is
older than the white population. In no case was the ratio less than 1.0.6

Proximate determinates of incarceration

Drawing from the extant research on the social and political determinants of
incarceration, the key predictors in the analyses include measures of political par-
tisanship, crime control, and sentencing policy. We focus specifically on measures
of Republican strength, political ideology, and religious fundamentalism. Republican
strength is constructed from two pieces of information: (1) whether the state had a
Republican governor (1¼Republican governor; 0¼ non-Republican governor)
and the percent of Republicans in the state legislature (combining the upper and
lower houses). The measure was created by multiplying the dummy variable for
Republican governor by the percent of Republicans in the legislature. When the
observed decennial year was also an election year, the measure was calculated
using the incoming elected official’s party identification.7,8

Citizen ideology is the mean position on a liberal-conservative scale of the cur-
rent electorate in a state, constructed by Berry et al. (2007). It is measured by

Table 1. Means and standard deviations over time and across states (N¼ 250).

Overall mean Overall SD Between SD Within SD

Ln incarceration rate 4.739 0.78 0.37 0.69

Percent black 9.531 9.314 9.333 1.022

Ln percent Hispanic 1.172 1.157 0.999 0.596

Ln violent crime 5.845 0.614 0.527 0.321

Determinate sentencing 0.204 0.404 0.290 0.283

Urbanicity 69.268 14.765 14.404 3.724

Tax base 9.609 0.842 7.784 10.901

Socioeconomic inequality 0.399 0.042 0.02 0.51

White/black age disparity 1.334 0.127 0.098 0.081

Political ideology 45.234 15.614 13.886 7.355

Republican strength 22.930 26.413 12.197 22.941

Ln fundamentalism �2.634 1.091 1.089 0.465

SD: standard deviation; Ln: log-transformed.
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identifying the ideological position of each member of Congress in each year using
interest group ratings, followed by the estimation of citizen ideology in each dis-
trict using an ideology score for each district’s incumbent, an estimated score for a
challenger to the incumbent, and election results that are assumed to reflect the
ideological division in the electorate. The citizen ideology scores are then weighted
to each candidate’s share of support within a district, followed by averaging the
scores of each district to compute a liberalism–conservatism state score. Scores
range between 0 and 100, with lower scores reflecting a greater degree of conser-
vatism. This variable is measured at each of the decennial years.

Religious fundamentalism measures the number of adherents to fundamental
religious bodies relative to the state population as recorded by the Association
for Religious Data Archives. Total adherents are considered all church members,
including full members, their children and the estimated number of other partic-
ipants who are not considered members (e.g., individuals who have been baptized
or those who regularly attend services) as reported by fundamentalist religious
organizations in each state. These data are measured decennially for 1980, 1990,
2000, and 2010. The data for 1970 come from the 1971 survey (the first year of
available data).9

Control variables

The regression models control for a number of factors likely to influence incarcer-
ation and typically included in state level analyses. Racial and ethnic composition is
measured through two variables—the percent non-Hispanic blacks and the percent
of Hispanics in each state. Given the skewed distribution of the percent Hispanic,
this variable is log transformed in the regression models.10 Violent crime is mea-
sured as the natural log of the average rate of assaults, rapes, homicides and
robberies per 100,000 population in the decennial year, and the two years preced-
ing the decennial year, as reported in the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report. We chose
the three-year average because higher rates of violence might take time to generate
sufficient political momentum to seriously affect electoral outcomes and policy.
Urbanicity is measured as the percent of the population characterized as living in
an urban area. Determinant sentencing is a dummy variable that measures whether
or not a state allows the discretionary release of prisoners prior to the end of
the judge’s sentence. Note that all values in, 1970 equal zero because the first
determinant sentencing policies were not implemented until 1976. Economic
inequality is measured through the GINI coefficient. Higher values indicate a
greater degree of economic inequality. Tax base is the natural log of residents’
mean income for each state.

Analytic strategy

Consistent with much of the prior work examining incarceration trends over time,
we employ state-level fixed effects regression models to examine how changes in

Campbell and Vogel 11



population age structures characterizing the black and white population influence
incarceration rates within states over time. Unlike other modeling strategies, fixed
effects regressions hold constant time-invariant factors that vary between states,
thus removing much of the potential threat posed by unobserved state-level het-
erogeneity. Our regression models estimate the net effect of differences in black
and white age structures on incarceration rates while holding constant key theo-
retical predictors and period effects that capture the growth, stabilization, and
retraction of interaction rates over time. Departing from recent work in this
area (e.g., Brown, 2016; Campbell et al., 2015; Jacobs and Carmichael, 2001),
we do not directly examine periodization in the effects of age structure over
time. This decision is deliberate, as the effects of the population dynamics hypoth-
esized here should occur at a much slower pace than many of the more proximate
social dynamics (Fox and Piquero, 2003). For instance, changes in the relative ages
of the black and white population required decades of above-average level fertility
to eventually influence incarceration whereas significant shifts in the strength of the
Republican Party, for instance, were more abrupt, sometimes swinging sharply
across one or two election cycles as governorships and legislative power changed
hands (Campbell et al., 2015; Cate, 2010). Moreover, we do not anticipate that the
effect of age structure operated differently over time; rather, we expect that these
population dynamics laid the groundwork for more proximal sociopolitical factors
to emerge.

Our analyses unfold through three sets of regression models. The first model
establishes the role of population age structure in explaining incarceration rates
from 1970 to 2010. The second set of models examines how changes in the age
structure of the black and white populations contributed to changes in religious
fundamentalism, Republican strength in state legislatures, and state-level political
ideology over time. The third set of models incorporates these variables as medi-
ators, assessing whether and how changes in these key processes influenced
the relationship between population age structure and incarceration trends over
the past five decades. All models control for year and year squared to capture the
overall incarceration trend during this time period.11 As the dependent variable is
log-transformed, the coefficients for the non-transformed variables in the models
can be interpreted as the expected proportional change in the size of the incarcer-
ated population for a one-unit increase in the predictor variable over time.
Multiplying these coefficients by 100 yields the expected percent change in the
size of the incarcerated population given a one-unit increase in the predictor var-
iable. Coefficients for the log-transformed variables can be interpreted as the
expected percent change in the size of the incarcerated population for a one-
percent increase in the predictor variable over time.

Results

Table 2 presents the results of the baseline fixed effects model predicting the
expected change in the size of the incarcerated population as a function of the
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median ages of the black and white populations and the control variables.
Consistent with expectation, this model reveals a strong, positive relationship
between population age disparity and incarceration rates. As the gap between
the median age of blacks and whites increases within states over time, incarceration
rates also increased. While the interpretation of the median age ratio is not imme-
diately intuitive, the coefficient indicates that a doubling of the median age of
whites (relative to blacks) is associated with a 36.4% increase in the size of the
incarcerated population. Of course, population dynamics do not unfold at such an
extreme rate and instead the coefficient might be interpreted in more conservative
terms—in this sense, the coefficient tells us that a modest 10% increase in the
relative age of the white population, as was observed in many Southern states,
was associated with a 3.6% increase in incarceration rates over time.

Table 3 presents the parameter estimates from the models in which Republican
strength (Model 1), political ideology (Model 2), and religious fundamentalism
(Model 3) have each been regressed on the median age ratio and the sociodemo-
graphic controls to help illuminate whether and how changes in the population age
structure of states helped contribute to the well-documented proximate correlates
of the incarceration boom. Two noteworthy trends emerge here. First, we find no
evidence that the median age disparity between blacks and whites had any notable
influence on the growth of the Republican Party’s strength within states over
time.12 Second, the models uncover clear evidence that the growing age disparity
between blacks and whites had a profound influence on both political ideology and
religious fundamentalism. To wit, as the age disparity between blacks and whites
increased, states became less liberal and more fundamentalist. Specifically, a one-
unit increase in the median age ratio was associated with an 11.4-point decrease in

Table 2. Fixed effects regression of incarceration rates on population age disparity
and socioeconomic control variables, 1970–2010.

b SE

Intercept 5.408 2.745*

Percent black .008 .018

Ln percent Hispanic �.058 .058

Ln violent crime rate .061 .073

Determinate sentencing (=1) �.047 .059

Urbanicity .007 .006

Tax base �.135 .278

Socioeconomic inequality �.568 1.367

White/black age disparity .364 .181*

Year 4.65 1.17***

Year2 �.001 .000***

R2 .913

*p< .05; **p< .01; ***p< .001 (two-tailed).

SE: standard error; b: coefficient; Ln: log-transformed.
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political ideology (or, an 11.4-point increase in conservativism) and a 32.4%
increase in religious fundamentalism.

Table 4 presents the results of four regression models in which these more
proximate mechanisms are incorporated as mediators to examine whether and
how the relationship between population dynamics and incarceration can be
explained by the prevailing social and political forces that emerged in
response to the growing demographic divide between blacks and whites.
These models indicate that the inclusion of both political ideology and religious
fundamentalism partially attenuate the effect of the median age ratio. For instance,
the coefficient for age structure diminishes by roughly 4% ([.364–.349]/.364)
with the inclusion of political ideology (although retaining statistical significance)
and by 23% with the inclusion of religious fundamentalism. However, only reli-
gious fundamentalism emerges as a significant predictor of incarceration in these
models, suggesting that increasing religious fundamentalism is the likely mecha-
nism linking population age structure to incarceration. Model 4 presents the results
of the full regression equation in which all predictor variables and all mediators are
entered simultaneously. The coefficient for age disparity is diminished by 30.5%
and is no longer significant. Consistent with the prior model, only religious fun-
damentalism emerges as a significant predictor of incarceration rates, further
highlighting its power in explaining incarceration growth over the past five
decades.

Table 3. Fixed effects regression of republican strength, political ideology, and religious funda-
mentalism on population age disparity and socioeconomic control variables, 1970–2010.

Republican strength Political ideology

Religious

fundamentalism

b SE b SE B SE

Intercept 172.53 299.62 �108.253 95.481 �.271 1.650

Percent black �2.795 1.954 �.284 .617 .003 .011

Ln percent Hispanic �3.236 6.614 �2.649 2.105 �.023 .036

Ln violent crime rate �10.994 8.234 �1.209 2.422 �.027 .044

Determinate

sentencing (=1)

2.286 6.388 �13.758 6.369* �.088 .036*

Urbanicity .331 .705 .207 .226 �.007 .003*

Tax base �1.522 30.303 �49.26 47.55 �.212 .167

Socioeconomic inequality �167.368 149.108 20.56 9.65* �.332 .822

White/black age disparity �1.976 19.758 �11.430 6.411t .324 .111*

Year 0.929 2.029 �1.102 .647t .014 .011

Year2 .007 .032 .021 .010* �.000 .000*

R2 .061 .081 .308

*p< .05; **p< .01; ***p< .001 (two-tailed); tp< .10.

SE: standard error; b: coefficient; Ln: log-transformed; R2: coefficient of determination.
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Discussion

America’s fluid demographic fabric generates shifting social terrains fraught with
tensions rooted in the nation’s checkered history of racial conflict. As our analyses
show, population dynamics did not unfold evenly across racial groups, and in
states with greater demographic divides, incarceration rates were higher than
states with smaller demographic divides. Growing age disparities between blacks
and whites seem to have fueled higher levels of religious fundamentalism and
political conservatism. Religious fundamentalism’s emphasis on individual respon-
sibility and notions of deservedness, and political conservatism’s affinity for indi-
vidualism and rejection of socially-centered explanations of crime, helped fuel the
political fires that drove the carceral state’s construction.

While some recent accounts of mass incarceration’s rise and persistence contend
that liberal elites drove America’s imprisonment binge (Murakawa, 2014), our
findings highlight the importance of a more sociological culprit—divergent race/
age structures that buttressed historical racism and provided a demographic boost
to conservative power. Any influence that federal officials were likely to yield in

Table 4. Fixed effects regression of incarceration rates on population age disparity, republican
strength, political ideology, religious fundamentalism, and socioeconomic control variables, 1970–
2010.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Intercept 5.408 2.745t 5.276 2.759t 5.478 2.719* 5.182 2.732t

Percent black .009 .018 .009 .018 .008 .018 .010 .018

Ln percent Hispanic �.071 .061 �.074 .061 �.072 .060 �.073 .073

Ln violent crime rate .068 .075 .064 .076 .073 .075 �.458 1.361

Determinate

sentencing (=1)

�.049 .058 �.050 .058 �.027 .059 �.026 .059

Urbanicity .006 .006 .007 .006 .008 .006 .008 .006

Tax base �.135 .278 �.109 .282 �.079 .028 �.038 .280

Socioeconomic

inequality

�.568 1.367 �.678 1.374 �.482 1.355 �.454 1.364

White/black age

disparity

.364 .181* .349 .181t .279 .183 .253 .189

Year .066 .019*** .065 .018** .062 .019** .059 .019**

Year2 �.002 .000* �.001 .000** �.001 .000** �.001 .000**

Republican strength .001 .001 — — — — .001 .001

Political ideology — — �.001 .002 — — �.002 .002

Religious

fundamentalism

— — — — .259 .119* .283 .121*

R2 .913 .913 .916 .916

*p< .05; **p< .01; ***p< .001; tp< .10.

SE: standard error; b: coefficient; Ln: log-transformed; R2: coefficient of determination.
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state-level criminal justice policy was filtered through local social and political
contexts, where the vast majority of all American prisoners are held. Within
states, race, ideology, and religion interacted with local political structures in
ways that generated momentum for criminal justice policies that drove imprison-
ment rates up 500% in a mere two decades and helped sustain them at levels
unthinkable just a generation prior. The magnitude of this shift was partly possible
because demographic forces combined with local political contexts to create con-
ditions favorable to higher incarceration rates.

Although legal and cultural barriers had historically provided convenient filters
that limited and framed African Americans’ plight in the US, new post-Civil
Rights realities ensured that white Americans would be conscious of black
Americans. Legal battles intended to implement civil rights on the ground unfold-
ed in state and federal courts across the US, providing ready reminders to white
Americans that blacks were indeed entering mainstream institutions, including
schools, politics, and labor markets (Simon, 2007). Though most white
Americans still lived in highly segregated areas (Massey and Denton, 1993),
media attention on urban crime and disorder painted an especially bleak and
racialized portrait of rising violent crime and black neighborhoods (Beckett and
Sasson, 2000). In state contexts with larger demographic divides, these forces were
especially potent, stoking support for punitive responses to crime rooted in a
worldview that linked crime to the individual moral failings of black offenders
and rendered the effects of historical racism conveniently inconspicuous.

Our findings stress the sometimes under-appreciated importance of Christian
fundamentalists in understanding American penality and highlight the need to
account for how fundamentalism and race interact to shape punishment in the
US. Though Green’s (2013, 2015) take on recent activism among US religious
elites suggests that they could prove important in rethinking mass incarceration,
our findings suggest that America’s particular brand of evangelical Protestant
fundamentalism is bound in complex ways to the nation’s racial and punitive
order. Although Greenberg and West (2001) long ago identified religious funda-
mentalism as an important correlate of state incarceration rates, subsequent theory
building has largely ignored fundamentalism’s role in shaping the carceral state.
Christian fundamentalists in America seem to have an elective affinity for struc-
tural racism and one of its pillars—incarceration. This may seem surprising
because religious reformers have historically been important leaders in demanding
more humane punishments that emphasized redemption and forgiveness
(Oshinsky, 1996). But as Emerson and Smith’s (2000) work highlights, evangelical
Christians in the US rarely “rock the boat” because their cultural toolkit margin-
alizes structural explanations for socioeconomic phenomena, and because
America’s political economy, with its emphasis on the Protestant ethic and indi-
vidual agency, was forged to fit this worldview.

Exploring how generational dynamics and the powerful historical forces that
shape them (e.g., wars, economic booms and busts) interact to condition subse-
quent trends in law and policy could provide an exciting layer to social science
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research. Our findings highlight how generational effects, rooted in differential age
structures and the historical experiences of those groups, provides an essential
layer of historical complexity and depth to understanding political outcomes.
From this vantage point, generational effects might explain why war metaphors
(e.g., War on Poverty, War on Crime) resonated with generations whose formative
years occurred in the celebrated period following America’s Second World War
victories (Simon, 2007), but were less successful with later generations for whom
America’s wars were less politically appealing. In fact, generational dynamics
might help explain recent declines in incarceration and growing support for alter-
natives to imprisonment. Fewer US voters were adults when violent crime rates
increased steadily throughout much of the 1970s and 1980s, and their experiences
in an era of sharp declines in criminal offending might now make them less sup-
portive of harsh punishments. Thus, the effects of certain events and factors (e.g.,
violent crime) likely operate across longer temporal horizons than many analyses
and theories assume.

Our findings help make sense of the perplexingly potent appeal that law and
order politics sustained for over two decades. Social movements often lose steam
after successful efforts to change law and policy (Amenta et al., 2010), but the law
and order movement’s successes were remarkable for their magnitude and dura-
tion. This makes more sense when we consider how demographic tides helped fuel
the religious fundamentalism and conservatism that under-girded the construction
of America’s carceral state. Momentum for “law and order” approaches was likely
abetted by demographic forces that stoked generational racial tensions still fester-
ing in the wake of the Civil Rights Movement and were likely cemented by the
rising crime and urban decay that plagued America’s highly segregated urban
areas. As Campbell and Schoenfeld (2013) have suggested, once the war on
crime reached fever pitch by the early 1990s, it created new sources of momentum
that now sustain mass incarceration’s stubborn persistence despite its mounting
costs and the historical drop in violent crime. As its size and reach grew, the web of
offenders ensnared in the carceral state’s grasp has continuously expanded
(Gottschalk, 2014), and now reaches a growing proportion of subjects who were
once far less likely to face extensive formal state sanctions, including whites,
women, and the elderly.

Our findings lend further support to accounts of penal change that emphasize
racial conflict, and highlight the need to take demographic forces seriously in
understanding long-term shifts in law and policy. As Muller (2012) suggests,
explaining how racial conflict shapes punishment requires a careful account of
shifts in the nature of minority and majority groups over time. The aging and
whitening of Southern states that resulted from black outmigration and a
Southern white “baby bust” might have further exacerbated long-festering racial
tensions. These dynamics likely made such states ripe for the racially charged law
and order brand of politics that drove prison growth and the emergence and ulti-
mate dominance of a Republican Party willing to embrace the most extreme and
racial brands of the war on crime. Once support for imprisonment on a massive
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scale took hold in states that were especially receptive, newly energized institution-
al and political processes helped spread and ingrain an especially punitive and
aggressive correctional ethos in state and federal government (Campbell and
Schoenfeld, 2013). For subsequent generations, mass incarceration and the seem-
ingly race-neutral ideological structures that support it have become largely nor-
malized, despite recent reform efforts in a handful of states.

Political conservatism resonates throughout the sociology of punishment liter-
ature as a key factor in explaining incarceration, in both historical case studies
(e.g., Lynch, 2010) and quantitative analyses (Greenberg and West, 2001). As King
(2008) has argued, religious and political conservatism operate in mutually rein-
forcing ways that explain differential enforcement of the law contingent on which
groups those laws are intended to protect. Not surprisingly, we found a strong
(r¼ .56) correlation between religious fundamentalism and ideological conserva-
tism. Though the two exert independent effects on state incarceration rates, they
seem to operate in mutually supportive ways. Theories of punishment would be
well served if they could better account for why political conservatism thrived when
and where it did, and how fundamentalism and conservatism might reinforce each
other within American institutions. State-level historical research suggests that
punitive crime control policies that abetted prison expansion took hold just as
more liberal movements seemed to be gaining ground (Campbell, 2016; Lynch,
2010). The population dynamics we identify might provide some clues to the forces
that buoyed the “law and order” strands of conservatism that ultimately helped
generate America’s uniquely punitive approach to crime.

Demography is not destiny, and we are not arguing that shifting age structures
were the primary force driving America’s imprisonment binge. Differential age
structures alone could not account for the magnitude or duration of incarcera-
tion’s growth, but when considered against the nation’s longer racial history, and
within the context of America’s political institutions, the war on crime’s appeal
makes more sense. It is difficult to imagine America waging such a prolonged and
expensive war on crime without race at the center of the story, and our findings
provide an added layer of depth and complexity to our efforts to account for how
racial tensions conditioned penal change. Growing age disparities across racial
lines added an especially potent charge to American crime politics and similar
tensions might also extend to other political realms, especially immigration poli-
tics. Race and age might help explain how support for prison expansion gained
traction at the same time that support for other branches of government stagnated
and eroded. Calls to reduce taxes for the nation’s wealthiest citizens helped restruc-
ture federal and state tax structures in ways certain to reduce public services such
as public and secondary education that were more relevant to younger populations
with higher fertility rates. As scholars grapple with understanding rising inequality
in the latter 20th-century and beyond, it will be useful to situate the political
outcomes linked to those changes within a demographic context of growing differ-
ences between blacks and whites.
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Notes

1. We draw on a longer time series in this figure to better illustrate the extent to which
the baby boom affected the median ages of whites and blacks during over past
70 years. Providing an extended timeframe helps contextualize recent trends within
the broader historical data.

2. Christian fundamentalists in the US include people of many races and ethnic back-
grounds but as a group they are overwhelmingly (90%) white (Emerson and Smith,
2000).

3. Some scholars have suggested that religious fundamentalism does not necessarily
equate to punitive social policies (Melossi, 2001) and others note that some
Christian fundamentalists have been instrumental in supporting recent reforms
(Green, 2013, 2015). We are not suggesting that religion or fundamentalism are
inherently punitive but that evangelical Protestants in the US are more prone to
support more punitive policies within the American context.

4. Admissions likely capture the greater propensity of local governments to send
offenders to state prison, but the actual size of the prison population reflects
how states invest resources in the long-term maintenance and operation of
facilities.

5. We focus on overall incarceration rates, rather than racial disparities in incarcer-
ation, because the processes outlined here suggest that differential age structures
contributed to the growth and persistence of punitive criminal justice practices that
resulted in high incarceration rates. These demographic trends do not necessitate
that older whites become increasingly tough on young blacks, rather that the age
disparities contributed to a political rhetoric in which law and order politics and
prison expansion took center stage. Thus, the study of prison expansion can be
viewed as independent from the study of the people who were most likely to pop-
ulate prisons.

6. The assorted issues with incorporating ratios into regression models are well docu-
mented in the empirical literature (see Firebaugh and Gibbs, 1985; Kronmal,
1993). Most notably, ratio measures risk generating spurious correlations in sit-
uations in which neither of the constituent terms are significantly associated with
the outcome. However, we are most concerned with the relative difference between
black and white age structures, making a ratio a more intuitive measure of age
disparity than available alternatives. With these limitations in mind, we also esti-
mated the models substituting the ratio for (1) a model in which we included the
white median age, the black median age, and their product term and (2) the dif-
ference between the median ages of the black and white population. The results for
both models comport with those presented here. The first model revealed that
neither white nor black median age were directly associated with incarceration,
but their product term was negative (suggesting that incarceration rates rose higher
in states where blacks aged more slowly than whites). The difference score was
positive and statistically significant, indicating that larger disparities in the median
ages of blacks and whites within states overtime were associated with larger
increases in incarceration rates.

7. We acknowledge that this measure is problematic, as it treats all states with non-
Republican governors as equal, regardless of the composition of the legislature. We
incorporate this measure in our models to remain consistent with prior state-level
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analyses of incarceration. However, we also replicated these models by incorpo-
rating a dummy variable for Republican governor, a separate measure of the per-
cent Republican in the legislature, and their product term. The results of these
supplementary models are identical to those reported here (models available upon
request).

8. The Nebraska state legislature is unicameral, and lawmakers are not officially
affiliated with parties. In years when there was a Democratic governor,
Nebraska was assigned a value of 0. In years when there was a Republican gov-
ernor, Nebraska was assigned a value of 50%. This coding strategy allowed for
Nebraska to be retained in the analyses. Subsequent models excluding Nebraska
produced nearly identical results to those reported below, making it unlikely this
coding decision unduly influenced the findings (available upon request).

9. Religious fundamentalism is treated as a mediating variable in the regression
models. Thus, measuring this variable in 1971 retains the hypothesized temporal
ordering in our models as (1) age disparity is measured one year prior and (2)
incarceration is measured two years after.

10. In subsequent models, we included polynomial terms for percent black and percent
Hispanic. Neither the main effect nor the polynomial was statistically significant
for either variable. For sake of model parsimony, we removed the polynomials in
the results presented here.

11. Decennial year time indicators were nearly collinear with the measure of age dis-
parity and could not be reliably measured. While not without limitation, the
approach utilized here provides some correction for period effects.

12. Given the measurement of Republican strength, we attempted to model this asso-
ciation through a number of alternative specifications including adding a small
constant and logging the scale and examining only the percentage in the state
legislature while controlling for the presence of a Republican governor. In each
case, we failed to detect an association between racial age disparity and Republican
strength.
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