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TIMELINE OF INCARCERATION IN THE 
US 
The US is the world's greatest jailer. We have 5% of the global population and 20% of the 
world's prisoners. The prison population has risen 700% over the past 50 years. The system is 
racist, incarcerating Black people at a rate 6 times higher and Indigenous people at a rate 3 times 
higher than white people. Our imprisonment regime grew from the pre-Civil War Slave Patrols, 
the post-Emancipation Black Codes used to control African Americans, private security militias 
used against labor dissent in the late 1800s, efforts in the 1960s to control Black, Native 
American and Latinx dissent, the War on Drugs that disproportionately targeted Black and 
Latinx communities, xenophobia, and the profits to be made from incarceration. Here's how it 
happened. 
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1783 

CHARLESTON CITY GUARD AND 
WATCH CREATED 
Almost a century after South Carolina mandates (in 1790) that all white people are required to 
capture and punish enslaved people caught running away, South Carolina and other southern 
states professionalize paramilitary groups to control enslaved people. The Charleston City Guard 
and Watch, professionalized in 1783, was one of the first. Slave patrols and urban watch patrols 
establish a deep connection between policing and the control of Black people. 
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1825 

THE NEW YORK HOUSE OF REFUGE 
OPENS 
As the first known juvenile reformatory in the US, the New York House of Refuge was founded 
as a place to imprison children separately from adults. Its growth was driven by the desire to 
control and discipline poor white children of immigrants, who could be rounded up off the streets 
and sent to the reformatory whether or not they had actually committed a crime. The imprisoned 
children were put to work and subjected to severe discipline. Black children continued to be 
placed in adult prisons until the late 1800s. 
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1829 

EASTERN STATE PENITENTIARY 
OPENS IN PENNSYLVANIA 
Designed as a reform, the first 'modern' penitentiary imposes strict solitude and solitary 
confinement as a pathway toward penitence and rehabilitation. The first person to be incarcerated 
is a Black man. It becomes a model for prison expansion across the world. 



County Juvenile Detention Center, Houston, Texas. 
 
1838 

EX PARTE CROUSE 
The Pennsylvania Supreme Court Case provides legal justification for removing a child from the 
family home to a state-run institution or reformatory, such as for 'incorrigibility', allowing the 
state to displace parental rights and setting the stage for the expansion of juvenile reformatories 
and detention centers. 
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Astor Place Riot, 1849. From Recollections of a New York chief of Police : an official record of 
thirty-eight years as patrolman, detective, captain, inspector and chief of New York Police. 
Illustration from original drawings and photographs. (New York : Caxton Book Concern, Ltd., 
c1887.) Walling, George W. (George Washington) (1823-1891), author. 
 
1845 

NEW YORK CITY CREATES THE FIRST 
"PROFESSIONAL" POLICE FORCE 
Professional police forces across the US, based on the model of slave patrols, anti-labor private 
militias, and counterinsurgency military operations in the Philippines, take on a more uniform 
structure as city-run, round-the-clock operations. 
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Carlisle Indian Industrial School. 

1860 

FIRST BOARDING SCHOOL FOR NATIVE 
AMERICAN CHILDREN 
As state policies regarding Native Americans shift from genocide to assimilation and 
containment in reservations, Native children are captured and sent to Indian Residential Schools 
run by the Bureau of Indian Affairs to break their bonds with their families, communities and 
culture. The boarding schools function like prisons, with strict and brutal military discipline and 
punishment. After the first is opened on the Yakima Reservation, boarding schools throughout 
the US confine hundreds of thousands of Native children over the subsequent century. 
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Orphaned and 'criminal' children, 1903. 
  
1865 

BLACK CODES 
After Emancipation in 1865, a slew of new laws enable the criminalization of Black people. 
Vagrancy laws target Black people for arrest for a wide range of normal behaviors; convict laws 
and convict leasing allow prisons to hire out prisoners to plantation owners and private 
companies. The 13th Amendment prohibits slavery except for as punishment for a crime, 
reclaiming Black labor for the benefit of white plantation and business owners through 
criminalization. 
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Juvenile Court. An 8 year old boy charged with stealing a bicycle. Thursday May 5, 1910. 
Location: St. Louis, Missouri. 
 
1899 

FOUNDING OF THE JUVENILE COURT 
The first juvenile court in the United States, authorized by the Illinois Juvenile Court Act of 
1899, is founded in Chicago. The act gives the court jurisdiction over children under 16 deemed 
by the court to be neglected, dependent, and delinquent. Recognizing that children who commit 
crimes are different from adults, the court's intent is rehabilitation rather than punishment. By the 
mid-1920s, every state in the country had established a separate juvenile justice system. 
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US President Calvin Coolidge signs the 1924 Immigration Act. 

1924 

NATIONAL ORIGINS ACT 
In response to rising xenophobia after World War I, the Act creates, for the first time in US 
history, immigration quotas. These quotas favor northern and western Europeans over southern 
and eastern Europeans. Asian immigrants had already been barred from entry. The Act also 
creates the US Border Patrol. 
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Manzanar Relocation Center, California, 1942. 

1942 — 1945 

JAPANESE INTERNMENT CAMPS 
During World War II, the US government removes about 120,000 people of Japanese descent 
from their homes into internment camps in isolated areas, where they are guarded and confined. 
Most lose their homes, farms, and businesses while imprisoned in the camps. 
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1956 — 1971 

COINTELPRO: THE WAR ON DISSENT 
Rising calls for social and racial justice are seen in protests and riots across the country and in 
the formation of the Black Panther Party (1966), the American Indian Movement (1968), the 
Young Lords (1968), the Gay Liberation Front (1969), and other politically active groups. In 
response, the FBI's secret program COINTELPRO, initially created to target communists, 
monitors and disrupts political and civil rights organizing through infiltrating the movements, 
surveillance, assassination, arrest, imprisonment and forcing leaders into exile. COINTELPRO 
treats political dissent and struggles for racial justice as domestic terrorism. 



Youtube video: Proliferation - Paul Rucker - US Prisons (2009) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ySH-FgMljYo 
 

1965 

WAR ON CRIME BEGINS 
Following the Civil Rights and Voting Rights bills, and in reaction to rising demands for justice 
and civil rights in Black communities, an additional set of new bills launches the 'War on Crime'. 
The Law Enforcement Assistance Act enables the federal government to fund and play a direct 
role in local police operations, courts, and state prisons, beginning the expansion of policing and 
incarceration. 
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President Johnson meets with members of the National Advisory Commission on Civil 
Disorders (Kerner Commission). 

1968 

WAR ON CRIME EXPANDS 
The Kerner Commission releases its report on the roots of the violent uprisings throughout the 
US in the 1960s, identifying the racism inherent to policing and poor economic opportunities, 
housing, and schools in minority neighborhoods. Nevertheless, the only recommendation put into 
law expands policing, with the 1968 Safe Streets Act, which, by 1982, transfers $8 billion to 
states to enhance local policing. 'Stop and search' is validated by the Supreme Court in Terry vs. 
Ohio. The Attica prison rebellion against deplorable conditions in 1971 is met with a massacre 
by state police. 
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1970 

NIXON'S 'LONG RANGE PLAN' 
Nixon’s ‘Long-Range Master Plan’ sets the foundation for the modern prison industrial complex. 
Block grants to states to increase arrests and incarceration and expand prison construction 
expenditures grow from $2 million in 1969 to $250 million in 1972. The Plan is explicitly racist 
in design and intent, based on demographics and not crime rates. Between 1970 and 1977, an 
average of 28 new jail facilities every single month are built or placed in the queue, and 430 new 
state and federal prisons are built (by comparison, between 1870 and 1950, only 24 new facilities 
were built). Every new bed in a federal prison is filled by a Black or Latinx inmate. 



US Army 

DEA Agents training with the Washington National Guard and the Counter Drug Task Force, 
Yakima, Washington 

1972 

DEA CREATED 
Office of Drug Abuse Law and Enforcement (ODALE) is created, which becomes the Drug 
Enforcement Agency. This new police force focuses on low-income neighborhoods, carrying out 
raids, undercover operations, stings, and mass arrests. Its budget expands threefold, to $200 
million, by 1976. 
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1974 

FEDERAL JUVENILE JUSTICE LAW 
ESTABLISHED 
The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act is the landmark federal law that requires 
states to deinstitutionalize status offenders, remove youth from adult jails, and ensure youth do 
not have contact with adults under arrest or incarcerated. Although the Act also incentivizes 
states to address racial and ethnic disparities in their systems, and despite overall declines in 
youth crime since 1996, racial disparities have worsened. Black youth are five times more likely, 
American Indian youth are three times more likely, and Latinx youth are 42 percent more likely 
than their white peers to be incarcerated. 
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Pelican Bay State Prison, California 
 
1981 

THE SUPERMAX PRISON 
The lockdown of the federal prison in Marion, Illinois inaugurates the model of the 'supermax' 
prison, where prisoners are locked in their cells for 23 hours a day. Over the next three decades, 
over 30 supermax federal and state prisons are constructed, in addition to the creation of 
supermax units within other prisons. 
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1983 

PRISONS FOR CORPORATE PROFIT 
The first for-profit prison corporation, Corrections Corporation of America, introduces the idea 
of private prisons. By 2019, private, for-profit prisons house 8% of the total number of people in 
federal and state prisons, and 75% of the detained immigrant population. While private prisons 
have come under scrutiny for appalling and horrific practices, the idea of creating profit from 
incarceration is turning attention toward other opportunities for profit, like ankle monitors, which 
those who are required to wear them must pay for. Within state-funded prisons, services like 
phone calls, commissary, medical care, and food are often contracted to private companies, 
shifting costs to the families of incarcerated people. 
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1984 

THE WAR ON DRUGS 
President Reagan enhances the War on Drugs in new legislation. The laws, which enact a federal 
death penalty, preventative detention, longer sentences, and the right of police to keep assets 
taken from drug dealers, are used primarily to target Black communities. The incarcerated 
population quintuples over the next 30 years, leaving one third of Black men with a felony 
record. Simultaneously, public assistance programs are dramatically cut, and the number of 
people living in poverty grows from 26 to 33 million. 
  



Youtube video: What is the Drug War? With Jay-Z & Molly Crabapple (2016) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HSozqaVcOU8 
 

1986 

THE WAR ON DRUGS EXPANDS 
The Anti-Drug Abuse Act triples drug enforcement resources, creates federal mandatory 
minimum sentences for drug offenses, and introduces disproportionate sentencing for crack 
versus powder cocaine, thus contributing to disproportionate incarceraton rates for Black and 
white people. 
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1988 

CLOSING THE DOORS 
The Anti-Drug Abuse Act and other laws allot massive resources to local police departments to 
fight drugs, while reducing access to public housing and other federal support to people 
convicted of drug-related crimes, making their post-incarceration reentry into society much 
harder. 
  
  



Youtube video: Mass Incarceration in the US (2014) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NaPBcUUqbew 
Mass Incarceration in the US, Prison Policy Initiative  
 
1994 

SLAMMING THE DOORS 
President Clinton signs into law the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, 
followed by a series of Acts in 1996 that again increase incarceration. The legislation expands 
the definition of crimes, lengthens sentences for some crimes while setting mandatory life 
sentences for others, establishes the 'three strikes' rule, restricts appeals, and increases public 
funding for prisons and policing while decreasing it for housing and welfare. By 1996 the US 
invests three times more in prisons and jails than in food stamps and welfare - a reversal from 
1980. The legislation also denies access to Pell Grants and other forms of public assistance to 
those with a criminal record or a drug related conviction. Because Black communities are 
disproportionately targeted for surveillance and arrest, by 2000 the number of Black people who 
are incarcerated has tripled. 
  



1995 

SUPERPREDATOR MYTH 
The “Superpredator” myth is promoted by Princeton professor John DiIulio, who claims that by 
2010 there would be “an estimated 270,000 more young predators on the streets than in 1990.” 
Criminologist James Fox agrees, saying, “Unless we act today, we’re going to have a bloodbath 
when these kids grow up.” These predictions, fueled by sensationalized and racially-coded media 
reports of serious crimes committed by juvenile offenders, lead to nearly every state passing 
legislation between 1992 and 2000 to remove children from juvenile courts and expose them to 
adult sentences, including life without parole. In fact, all juvenile crime was already on the 
decline and today is at the lowest levels since 1980. In 2001, DiIulio admits his theory had been 
mistaken. 
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2020 

PIC ABOLITION 
Critical Resistance is formed in 1997 to promote the abolition of the prison industrial complex. 
Extrajudicial killings of Black men and women instigate mass protests around the country 
against police, anti-Black racism, and the prison-industrial complex, including the emergence of 
the Black Lives Matter movement in 2013. The treatment of migrants at the US southern border 
during the Trump Administration, when immigrant children were taken from their parents, stokes 
outrage against ICE. Following the murder of George Floyd in 2020, cities and towns across the 
US erupt with calls for abolition, which continue and amplify struggles for freedom and 
liberation that have been part of American history for over 300 years.  



2021 

SOURCES 
This timeline is by necessity extremely truncated and many important moments in the history of 
the PIC and of resistance are left out. Here are additional sources to learn more: Michelle 
Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in an Age of Colorblindness, The New 
Press, 2010; Nell Bernstein, Burning Down the House: The End of Juvenile Prison, New Press, 
2014; Critical Resistance; Angela Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? Seven Stories Press, 2003; 
Elizabeth Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime: The Making of Mass 
Incarceration in America, Harvard University Press, 2016; Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: 
Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America, Princeton University Press, 2004; Tony Platt, 
Beyond These Walls, St. Martin's Press, 2019; Prison Policy Initiative; Keeanga-Yamahtta 
Taylor, From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation, Haymarket Books, 2016; Alex Vitale, The 
End of Policing, Verso, 2017 
  
  
 

 


