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ABSTRACT 

 

 Incarceration rates vary substantially around the world. However, systematic cross-

national comparisons examining such variation are rare. Using Donald Black’s theory of law, and 

further informed by other theories in the sociology of punishment with conceptual overlap, the 

purpose of this study is to evaluate the structural and cultural factors that influence incarceration 

rates around the world. Using data from the World Prison Brief, World Values Survey, CIA 

World Factbook, and other international datasets, this study evaluates a series of ordinary least 

squares regressions in 66 nations. This study is one of few macrosocial tests of Black’s theory of 

law to incorporate all theoretical dimensions, and it is the first to model proposed nonlinear 

relationships. Overall, the results identify multiple social dimensions associated with the scale of 

carceral systems throughout the world. The results also provide evidence for an “American 

Exceptionalism” hypothesis of incarceration. 
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Table 2: Pearson Correlations (N=66) 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1. Incarceration Rate (natural log)                

2. Gini Index .388*               

3. Real GDP per capita -.087 -.286*              

4. Unemployment Rate -.232* .202 -.281*             

5. Ethnic Heterogeneity .114 .303* -.485* .212*            

6. Percent Urban .195 .036 .588* -.332* -.402*           

7. Urbanization Rate -.240* .296* -.437* .308* .378* -.520*          

8. School Life Expectancy .217* -.263* .743* -.458* -.474* .752* -.671*         

9. Religiosity -.020 -.350* .652* -.318* -.515* .424* -.571* .652*        

10. Scientism Scale .004 -.145 -.401* -.139 -.001 -.331* .178 -.277* -.130       

11. Gastil Democracy Index -.189 -.113 .644* -.105 -.200 .500* -.424* .632* .381* -.594*      

12. Normative Convictions .067 .137 -.565* .021 .206* -.457 .354* -.530* -.553* .555* -.551*     

13. Normative Consensus .142 -.188 .136 -.268* -.273* .085* -.180 .139 .095 .301* -.061 .560*    

14. Male to Female Ratio -.283* .148 -.109 -.025 .118 -.210* .648* -.317* -.374* -.026 -.052 .225* -.065   

15. Median Age .058 -.420* .735* -.417* -.510* .530* -.808* .788* .759* -.240* .579* -.475* .186 -.456*  

16. Homicide Rate .310* .566* -.215* .040 .421* -.088 .147 -.185 -.293* -.078 -.067 .064 -.205 .035 -.288* 
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Table 10: Descriptive Statistics and t-tests of Included and Excluded Nations in Full Theoretical Model 
 
 Nations included in Full Theoretical Model Nations Excluded from Full Theoretical Model Comparison of Means 

Variable N Range Mean S.D. N Range Mean S.D. Mean diff. |t| S.E. 

Incarceration Rate 66 33 - 655 175.080 120.492 145 10 - 618 176.780 130.994 1.704 .090 18.980 

Incarceration Rate (Ln) 66 3.497-6.485 4.943 .696 145 2.303-6.426 4.890 .805 .053 .467 .115 

Gini Index 66 23 - 65 38.199 8.873 100 26-71 41.638 9.669 3.440 2.317* 1.485 

Real GDP per capita 66 $400 - 59,100 $15,174 13,937.821 158 $300 – 145,300 $15,848 20,875 673 .241 2,800 

Unemployment Rate 66 .900 – 95% 12.068 15.481 134 0 – 90% 14.442 15.228 2.374 1.031 2.303 

Ethnic Heterogeneity 66 0 - .851 .388 .241 141 0 - .930 .398 .291 .010 .242 .041 

Percent Urban 66 13 - 100% 60.803% 20.997 156 0 – 100% 56.071% 26.053 -4.733 1.307 3.622 

Urbanization Rate 66 -1.500 - 5% 1.509% 1.465 156 -.8 – 6.80% 2.146% 1.579 .636 2.803** .227 

School Life Expectancy 66 6 - 21 13.318 3.019 120 5 - 18 11.933 2.958 -1.385 3.033** .457 

Gastil Democracy Index 66 7 - 100 62.230 28.547 131 3 - 98 58.640 30.099 -3.586 .803 4.467 

Male to Female Ratio 66 84 - 108 97.3 4.9 161 86 – 220 101.5 14.4 4.1 2.262* 1.8 

Median Age 66 16.200 - 44.600 31.356 8.401 161 15.000 – 48.900 27.808 8.289 -3.549 2.918** 1.216 

Homicide Rate 66 .375 - 33.988 5.698 7.507 144 0 – 65.428 8.261 11.255 2.563 1.685 1.521 

*p < .05 ** p < .01 
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