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Introduction:
After three years of Criminal Justice instruction at Ferris State 

University, a great amount of information has been made available.  

Through much research using textbooks and individual searching 

elsewhere, much has been found concerning the disproportionate 

amount of minorities in the Criminal Justice System.  A few solutions 

to this circumstance can be deduced from this research to potentially 

fix the issue.

Could CJS be Racist?
Racism is a belief that real or alleged traits of one race 

establish its superiority over another or others.  Individual 

racism is a person’s or group’s action that produces racial 

abuse.  Institutional racism involves the discriminatory racial 

practices built into organizations and groups within the 

political, economic, and educational systems.

Explained:
If the CJS was racist, it would have to be institutionally racist.  

The idea that the System purposefully denies opportunities to 

minority race members is far-fetched.  Instead of focusing on 

races, socioeconomic class may be a more appropriate judge 

as to the rate of incarceration and involvement in the CJS.   A 

disproportionate amount of poor people are involved in the 

System.  Also, the argument has been made that a 

disproportionate amount of minorities are poor.  Therefore, 

because poor people are more likely to be incarcerated, and 

minorities are more likely to be poor; minorities are more 

likely to be incarcerated.

Problem:
Racial and ethnic minorities are overrepresented in the American 

criminal justice system.  By 2008, the imprisonment rate for black 

males reached 3,161 per 100,000 residents.  Hispanic males had a rate 

of 1,200 and white males had 487.  Black females had a rate of 149, 

Hispanic females 75, white females 50.  What are the explanations for 

this disproportion?  Is there any way to change it?

War on Drugs:
During the 1970s, a War on Drugs was declared.  Harsher 

penalties and mandatory sentencing for narcotics were 

established.  Drug use and abuse was no longer seen as a 

victimless crime, but instead a great harm to society as a 

whole.  The policies enacted, though, disproportionately 

affected minority members.

Explained:
A clear example of this bias is the discrepancy between 

penalties for crack versus powdered cocaine.  Though there 

are no pharmacological differences between the versions, 

originally the mandatory minimum sentences for crack to 

powder were 100:1.  The current ratio of sentencing is 20:1, 

but a discrepancy still exists.  Minorities are more likely to use 

cheaper crack cocaine, while white higher class individuals 

can afford the more expensive powdered cocaine.  From these 

facts alone, minorities are already destined for more time of 

incarceration than whites.

Solutions:
Societal changes need to occur, 

first, in order for policy changes to 

have any standing.  Minorities have 

more tendency to be 

impoverished.  The blame can just 

be pushed onto society to remove 

it from the Criminal Justice System; 

however, this accomplishes 

nothing.  The decrease in ratio for 

the cocaine issue from the War on 

Drugs is a start, but this ratio of 

incarceration could be even 

smaller.

Additionally, declaring “war” is not 

the proper way to fight crime.  It 

assumes there could be a winner, 

yet crime can never be truly 

eliminated.  It also presents an “us 

versus them” attitude.  This 

separates supposed criminals 

from the rest of society.  As if 

minorities were not already 

detached enough, the label of 

“enemy” comes into play.
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U.S. Drug Arrests by Race, 1976-1992

Year
Percent 

White

Percent 

Black

1976 77 22

1978 78 21

1980 76 24

1982 71 28

1984 70 29

1986 67 32

1988 60 40

1990 59 41

1992 59 40
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