In Prisons We Trust

With some 2 million Americans behind bars,
it's no secret that the cost of prisons has sky-
rocketed over the past two decades. But a
new database compiled by MotherJones.com
underscores how prison spending has in-
creased far more rapidly than funding for pub-
lic programs like higher education.

Adjusting for both inflation and population
growth, state spending on prisons nationwide

nearly tripled between 1980 and 2000—while
spending on higher education grew by less than
a third. Prison expenditures shot up in every
state and in Washington, D.C., while funding for
colleges and universities dropped or barely
budged in 11 states and the nation’s capital.
The accompanying chart shows the largest
shifts in spending; topping the list is Alaska,
which directed $309 more per resident to
prison cells than to public classrooms. The gaps
have persisted even as crime has declined over
the past decade—and despite an infusion of
funds into higher education in recent years.
The spending data were compiled as part of
Motherjones.com’s “Debt to Society,” an on-
line resource that details the hidden costs of
incarceration in every state. A fully searchable
version of the database is available at www
.motherjones.com/prisons. —\ince Beiser
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