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~ Globalisation and US prison
growth: from military =~
Keynesianism to
post-Keynesian militarism

Ever since Richard M. Nixon’s 1968 campaign for president on a ‘law
‘and order” platform. the US has been home to a pulsing moral panic
over crime and criminality. The “Jaw and order” putsch has produced an
increase of 1.4 million people in the prison and Jail- population since
1982: by the time this essay £085 10 press, there will be nearly 2,000,000
women and men livine in cages. But are the key issues underlying’
ol ‘moral’ ones—orare they racial, economic, political?
And if some combination of the latter, why did ‘the law’ enmesh so
: many people so quickly, but delay casting its dragnet until almost fifteen
{ years after Nixon’s successful bid for the presidency?’ S
_ California is a case in point. In mid-1996 the State's artorney general,
who is responsible for prosecuting all serious and violent crimes,
circulated a report showing that the crime rate peaked in 1980 apd’
declined, unevenly but decisively, thereafter, However, since 1982 ;when.
- the State! embarked on. the biggest, prison construction programme .
in the history of ‘the world, the.number in the California Department
of Corrections (CDC) prisons rose 400 per cent — 10-156.000. ‘African:
*elcans and Latinos (primarily Mexican Afiericans) cofprise e,
thirds:of the prison population; seven per cent are women of all races,
Almost half the prisoners had steady employment, that is, they were
working for the same employer for'at least one year before arrest, while
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u wards of 80.per cent were, al some time in their citse, represeried by -

stutc-nppointed lawyers for the indigent: in shofl, ns a class, convicts are
th- working or workless poor. At t'cost of 280-350 million dollars each,
Culifornia has-complelet iweniy-two new. prisons since 1984, The new
prisons, plus the stale’s twelve previously existing facilitics, plus four
new prisons being ‘planned, plus internal expansions, plus space
contracted with public or private providers, will pive the system a
lovkdown capacity of more than 200,000 by 2001, according 1o dais
fromy the Californip Legislativé Analysts Office and (he CDC.
But California’s prison expinsion hiis to be situated in the political-
economic geogrphy of globulisition: il its- full significance is (o be
urderstood, A new kind of stale is Béing Built on prison foundations in
b world's. seventh or cighth Inrgest-ecotiomy, The importance of
Ci lifornin is not that it represents the average case of current conlitions
th-oughout the US b, rather, that the State stands in as a phusible
fu ure lor polities within and outside national borders: California has
long served as un activist exemplar that others keenly emulate.”

Why prisons: dominant and counter eﬁﬁl'anati'qus

Tl ¢ media, government officials and.policy advisers endlessly refer to

Ul moral panie over erime and connect prison growth to public desire
for socinl prder. In this explanation, whal'is pivetal is not the stale’s

“de inition of crime, per se, but rather society’s condlemnation of ram-

punt deviant behaviour ~ thus a moral not (iecessarily) fegal pinic, The
it apulting of crime to US public anxiely tumber one, even when
unzniployment and inflation might havé garnered greater worry in the
revessions of the early 1980s nnd the early.1990s, suggests that concerns
abut social devinnce overshadowed other, possibly more immedinte
IS5 1C8, : . . e

ltowever, by the time the great prison round-ups began, crime had
storted to go down. Mainstrenim media reported the resulls of statistics
an wally gathered and published by the Federat Bureau of Investigation
,(F31) and the Bureau of Justice Siatistics (BS). In other words, if the

“publie had indeed demunded crime réduction, the public was alreudy

“getting whut it wainted, State officials could have (aken credit for
decreasing crime rates withoul proditcing more than a million new
prison beds, But the beds aré there. . ,

© Anothet explanation for the burgeoning prison populittion is the
drig epidemic and the threat-to public syfety posed by the unrestrained
use sind trade of ilegal substances. Information about the controlling
(o1 most serious) offence? of prisoncrs supports the drug explanation:
drog commitments o federal and state prison systems surged Y75 per
cent between 1982 ind 1996, Therefore, it is reasonable to conelude thim
witlening use of drugs in the- US in the late 19705 and carly 1980s
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provoked prison cxpansion. Actording lo (his scenurio — as news
slories, senslional television programmes, popular music and movies
and politicians' unecdotes made abundanty clear ~ communities,
especially poor communities of colour, would be more deeply decimuted
by addiction, drug dealing and gang violence were it not for the
restraining force of prisons. The cxplanation rests on two assumptions:
first, that drug use exploded in the 1980s and, sccond, that the
sometimes violent organisation of city neighbourhoods into gang
enclaves was sccomplished in order to seeure drug markets.

In fet, according to the BJS, iflegal drug use among all kinds of
people throughout the United Sttes declined precipitously, starting in
the mid-1970s. Second, although large-scale (raffic in legal or illegul
goods requires highly orpanised” distribution systems - be they
corporations or gangs — not all gangs are in drug traficking; for
example, according to-Mike Davis, in Los Angeles, an area of heavy
gang and drug concentration, prosecutors in the late 1980s charged only
one in four dealers with gang membership,?

A third explanation blames structural changes in employment

*_ opportunities; lhese changes have left large numbers of people
- challenged to Mind new income sources, and many have turned 10 what

one pundit called ‘itlegal entitlements”, In this view, those who commit

" properly erimes ~ along with those who trade in llegal substances -

reasonably account for a substantial portion of the vast increase in
prison populations. Controlling offence data for new prisoners support

the income-supplementing explanation: the percentage of people in

prison for properly offences more than doubled since 1982. But, wf the

" same lime, incidents of property crime penked in 1980; indeed, the

decline in properly erime pushed down the overall erime rarte.

Morc recently, as both print and electronic media have starled again
(o headline annual federal reports about long-ter drops in crime (stifl
fitlling since 1980) and us elected and appointed oflicials have started to
take eredil for the trends, the explanation for bulging prisons centres on
the remarkable array of longer and stiffer sentences now doled out for o
wide range of behuviour that used to be punished differemtly, if at all,
This explanation, tied to but different from the ‘moral panic’ explan-
ation, proposes Lhat while socin! deviance might not have exploded after
abl, wetive intoleranee pays handsome political dividends, The explan-
ation that new kinds of seniences (which is to say the concerted netion of
lawmunkers) rather than erises in the streets, produced the growth in
prison, is & post facto explanation that begs the question. Where did the
punitive passion come from in the first place? While all the dominant
accounts earry some explanntory power, there is o huge hole at their
centre, Wha is heing punished. for what, and to whai end? If crime rutes

“peitked before the proliferation of new laws and new cuges, what work
- does prison do?
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There are (wo major counter explanations for prison expansion, The
first charges racism, especialty anti-Blick racism. The sccond focuses on
the economic development und profit-gencriling potential that prisons
promise, suggesting that mifitary Keynesiinism is giving way lo, or
complemented by, carceral Keéynesinnism. As with the dominant
explanations, there is a great deal of truth in these claims, The statistical
inversion, by race, of Lthose arrested (70 per cent while).to those pul in
cages (70-per cent persons of colvur) quantitatively indicates that the
system punishes dilferent kinds ol people differently; qualilatively, the

“storics of individunls and fumilics caught up it the system graphically .

lhustrate this uneven development. FUis nlso true that communities and
industeial sectors are increasingly dependent on prisons for govern-
mentak, household and corporateincome, But these explanations do not
show us how prison - and the industrialised punishment system that is
the heart of the prison industrial complex - achicved such a central
place in structuring the state and shaping the landtscape, nor do they
shaw us whelher the stale is # varintion on the Keynesian theme or
something new to globalisation. :

In my view, the cxpansion of prison constitutes a peographical
solution. to socio-cconomic problems, politically orgunised by the
statc which is itself in (he process of radical restructuring. This
vicw brings the complexities and contradictions of elobalisation
home, by showing how already existing social, potiticat and economic
rebations constitute the conditions of possibility (but not incvitahility)
for ways to solve miajor problems. In the present analysis ‘major
problems’ uppear, materially and ideologically, as surpluses of finimce

capilal, land, labour and slite capacity that have dccumulated from .

a serics of overlapping and interlocking crises strelching across
three decicles. , . - .
The nccumulation of surpluses is symptomatic of ‘globalisation.”

Changes in the forees, refations and geography of capitalist production -

during the past thirly yeurs have produced wmore densely integrated
‘sovereipn® (hation state) political economics, exemplified by supra-
nationat trade regions such as NATTA and supra-national cureencies
such as the Buro. Lowever, interdependenee is not a precusor to
universal cquality, Quite the contrary, as Neil Smith argues, the trend
towards equalisation rests on a deep foundation of differentition: if the
whole world is available as site or resouree for capitalist production,
intensive investment in some places (6 the detriment of others is eavsed

by and produces ‘uncven development’, The disorderly effcets of

‘globatisation® are part and parcel of uneven development, and the
expansion of prisen in the US is a logical, although by no means
neeessary, owteome of dynamic unevenness, But if cconomics Ties af the
buse of the prison system, #ts growth is a function of . politics not
mechanics, ‘ . -
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Why 19682 Tlistoricising erime, Keynesianisin, and crises

I have said that the ‘moral.panic' underlying prison growth achieved
formal US-wide recognition in Nixon's 1968 "law and order’ campaign, -
Mid-sixties radical activism, both spontancous and organised, suceess-

fully produced widespicad disorder throughout society, The nscendant

Right's effort to gain- the' presidency, used .the fact of disorder in
persuading voters that the incumbents failed to govern. The claim was
true insofar as il described objective conditions. But in order 1o exploit
the evidence for political gain, the Right had to'interpret the turmoil as .
something it cauld contain, if elecled, using alrcady existing, unexcept-
jonable capacities: the power fo defend the nation against enemics
forcign and domeslic. And so the contemporary US crilne probleny was
born. The disorder:thet becahe ‘crime’ had particular urban and racial-
qualities and Uhe colleetive characteristics of -aclivists (whose relative
visibility as encinics was aiy inverse function of their structural fack of.
power) defined the facyof the individual criminl. '

A broad-brush review of ‘some major lurning -points in political
raclicalism highlights who became thie focus of moral panic. Given that
criminalisation is mos! Intensely applicd to African Americans, it makes
sense o start with the Black Power movement. Black Power became at
popularly embraced a'lernative (o assimilationist civil rights struggle in
1964, alter the Demaocratic Partly publicly refuséd to seat the Black
Mississippi Freedom  Deniocralic Party (MFDP) at the national’
convention, The .delcgation represented ‘women and ‘men” who had
engaged in deadly striggles with white power southern elites in order Lo
gnin the vote, While arilisystemic bullets did not replace reforinist
baltots with the emergence of Black Power, the: MFDP experience
convinced many activists-who hdd worked within legal and narrowly

- {electoral) political systemis that tinkering witl the racial structure and

organisational practices of the US state would not make it something’
new, In response 1o -the ‘plausible impossibilily that Black or othet
subordinated peaplecould ever sue for equality within the rantework of
constitutional rights; below<surface militancy popped up alt over the
fandseape. pr e TR ’ Co i

Until the 1960s, virfaatly &l Fots in (he US were battles instigated by
white people against people’of colotr, or by public or privale police
(including -inilitias and- vigilihtes, also normally “white) agwinst
orpanising workers ol allraces. But, from (he 1965 Los Angeles Walls
Riols forward, urbian tprising became a-means by which Black. and
other people held- court # theé ‘streels Lo coridemn palice brutality,
cconamic exploitation- and- soeinl injustice. Radical Black, Brown,
Yellow and Red Power.movéments® fought the inany ways the stale
organised poor peap os” pérpelual dispossession in service to capital.
Radical whitc acljvists-- studerits, wage workers, welfare rights agitators
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added to domestiv disorders by aligning with peopte of colonr: they
alse Tnunched autonomous attacks against synyhnzs ;.uu‘i stromgholds of
LIS cupitalism and Euro-American rzwix!n zuu‘l llll]')_L'l‘[El][Sm. - .
Indecd, growing opposition to the US warin V|L:lx1:t|}1 andd .Snflt.iu‘...l.\i
Asta helped forge one international community o ]'(.“!\'!.\:1.11]1(.'{.:\ \\lh!l‘l. an
overlapping  community, dedicated to :mn-cnlnnmh:.nj ] ;ntc-. 'l\m.]i
apartherd on xworld scale, found in Blzlv;}( I’.uwur il ch‘tuas]aul_llnmg.l_Lml\_v.x
of histovicad linkages between "First and *Third Work!” Paw African dnd
other Biberation struggles, At the sime lilnc...\'(ualcms wne workers bl
and delended Barriendes From Mexico City to Paris: no sooner !md. {hu
stoke cleared i one place U lires of revoll I'l‘m‘cd upin :m.'nlhcr. Ihe
muore that militant anti-capitafism and 'in.l_l.‘l'lmll(‘lltzll solidarity hucmm:
everyday leatures of US anti-racist activism, the more vchcmcnl]y' the
state and its avilars responded by, as Allen I:eld}n:]n puts it
dndividualizing disorder” o singular instances ol criminality, it

could then be solved vin arrest or sfate-sanctioned killings rather than

fundamental social change, With the state’s domestic war-making in
mind, 1 will briefly examine another key aspect of the kegendury year.

Something clse about 1968

1T 1967-68 marks the domestic militarist state’s contemporary rise, i
wlso nuerks the end ol o Jong run-up in the raie of profit, .~ngr.17nihng'|.hc
close of the golden upe of US capitalism, The golden age stafted t[.m 1):
years earhier, when Wushington began the massive build-up For the
sccond worfd war, Tronicully, as Gregory 1looks has dcmousl'rutcd, the
organisational structures and fiscal powers that hacl been-designed :mdr
authorised for New Deal social welfare agencies prvov;dud the !cm.plult.
for the Pentugon’s painstaking transformation from a [wrmdiulll'y
expanded and contracted Department of War to the lau'gc::'l nnq n.m::t
costly bureaucracy of the federal government. The US. has Sti](.l:
committed enormous expenditure for the first permument warlare
upparatus in the country’s p_ugnacigus history. .
The wealth produced from warlare spending underwrote the mot u‘,;;
welfare agencies that took form during the Grest Depression FJU[ dic
not become fully operational imtil the end of the second wm}d war.
Indeed, the US welure state bore the popular tag military Keynes-

innism 1o denote the dentrality of war-making to socio-cconomic

seeuriy. On the domestic front, while ,ya_hmu‘ achleved moderate
protections and entitiements, worker militancy was erushed and
fundamental US hierarchies remained intact. The hicrarchies map both
the structure of fbour markets and the socio-spatial cmu_}'ol ol wealih.
Thus, white people Fared well compatred with people ol 'cnlc‘mr. mos
ol whom were deliberilely exciuded from Ol'!glniit.JCL_}I.\“I:EHOIH men
received automatically what women had to apply lor individually, and,

Ve
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normxdively, urban, industrinl workers secured ” limited. wage and
hargaining rights denied household and agriculiural lichd workers,

The military Keynésian or *warfire-wellure’ stale (10 use James
O'Connor’s term) wits fiest and foremost, they, » walety nét for the
capital class us o whole in all major areas: collective investment, labour
division and control, comparative regional and sectoral advantage,
mtional consumer.market integration and glabal reach. And, up until
1967-08, the capital class piid handsonie proteetion premiums for such

© extensive insurinee, However, at the same time thit Black people were

fighting (o dismuntle US npartheid, kirge corporidions and other
cupilals, with anxious eyes lixed on (he attening profit-rate curve,
begim to agitate forcefully.and successfully to reduce their contribution
1o the ‘social wage', Capital’s successful tax revolts, fought out in
federal and state. fegishitures, provoked the decline of military
Keynesinnism, - R : :
Put-broudly, the economic project. ol Keynesianism consisted of
investments against th tide, designed to avoid the cumulative effects of
downward business cycles by guarontecing “efféctive .demand (via
incomis programmes, puiblic.borrowing strategics and so forth) during
bad times. The socinl-project of Keynesianisi, lollowing from the
central logic that full employment of resources enliances rather (han
impedes the production”of new wealth, was to extend to workers ~
uneguaily, as we. haves seen - protections wgainst calamity- and
apportunities for advancement, In sum, Keynesianism wis a capitalist

-projeet {hat prodhuced an array of social goods that had not existed ™

under the preceding liberal (or Inissez-fiire) eapitalist state Form. .
Keynesinnism’s cconomie project, severely weankened by capital’s tax

“revolt, encountered-its first round of dismantling in the enrly 1970s; but

the social projecttook the rap for all the anxiety und upheaval that

‘ensucd. Part of the'pos -war Civil rights struggle had been to extend

cligibility for soclat-welfire Fights and programmes 1o those who had
been deliberately excluded: The individualisation of this disorder (from

Ahe 1965 Moynitian report on the pathological Black family, through

the 1980 Rengan prééid@:_nlvi'_i—l]k't;umpuggn) incresingly starred an unruly
Alricun Amerjenn wonidn whose putative depondency on the state,
rather than a huishand, trgmstated into eriminality,

Crisls and surphus -

o sum up: there is & morid,panic over ‘érime’ - eivil disorder, idle youth
onthe streets. people-of colour out of control, women and children
without husbands and’ fithers; stwdents who befieve i s their job to.
change the world (not’ merely to.understand i) and political aliiances
among orginisations-trying. to” merge jnle Nll-seale movements, In
other words, there is a sotial erisis, And there is also.an ‘economic panic
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- capital dlsordcr. orthe pm!'ls Cl’hls. Thcs¢ cmcs colhdc und combine
jnto the crisis that pmou ‘fixes’, S

_The new state cmergmg from the” cmcs. and materialised as the
integument of the prison industrinl complex, is neither unexpected nor
willout roots, Rather, the US sinie (from thye loeal to the nationat).can
efaim permanent ideological surplm i the redim of ‘defeice’. Indeed,
from.the genocidal wars against Native Americans to the totalitarian
chattel slavery perpetrated on Africans,. 10 colonial expansion, Lo the
obliterstion of radical @nti-racist m:'(l anti- capitalis! movcmculq the
alwely sggressive, erisis-driven
stide, Its inodus opcnmdt for solving' crises-has been the relentless
{dentification, coercive conlrol, nnd wolcm c!umnulmn of foreign and

.domeslic enemies® .
*Crisis and syrplus are two sides. of the same-coin. Within any syslent -
- of praduction, the idling, or surplusing, of productive capacitics means

{hat the society dependent on that produclion gunnotreproduce itself as
it had in the, past, to vse Stiarl Halt's neat simmary of Marx. Such

—umbn!lly is the hallmark of erisis, since ‘réproduction, broadly conceived,

is the human imperative. Objectivily, ‘érides are neither bad nor good
but crises do indicate inevitable change, the outcome of which is
de{crmmcd through strugg!e. Strupitle, ike crisis, is a politically neutral
word: in. his scenario, evcryonc slmgg!cs “beeause H\cy huve no
alternative.

The ceonomit punie dccpencd in the cnriy 19705 it thu same time
that radical political detivists were dssassinated, went to prison,
disnppeiired undcrground or fled into exile., In 1973, the- federal
government finished its five-yenr plan 1o découple the dallar from gold
and immediately therealter devalucd the dollar, shoving the USinto the
-1973-7 globa recession. The 1973 wage frecze was prefude to a twenty-
five year decling. in- ordinary people’s real’ purclms:m, power, mude
instantly. harsh as.workers tried to bty necessitics.at inflated pricesjwith
devalued grcenh.1cks Puring the siime ‘period, of cottrse, money h‘.;,un
its spectacular. rise as the conlcmpornry commodity (to echo Paget
Henry's tnﬂcchon), and interest brokering displiced productive

-tjnvestment as themenns to wiake nioney miake more of tsclf.

The mid-1970s recession produced many other kinds of displace-

_menls, related 1o the movement of dollars away from gold and capital

away from pmductmn Steep unemployment .deepened the eflects of
high ‘inflntion for, workers and’ théir. fumilics. Big. corporations
eliminatéd jobs. and factories in high-wage heavy industrics (e.g., auto,

" sleel, rubber), decimating.cntire regions of the country und emplying

cities of ‘wealth und people. Bven highc‘r unemployment plagued
farmworkers and others who laboured: in’ rural extractive industries
such as timber, fishing and mining. Landowners’ revenucs did not keep
upy with the cost of money for a variely ol‘_rcasom reluted o changing

terrifying disintegration of othiérs. ' -
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production processes and product markets, as well ds seemingly
‘nartural” disasiers. Defuults displaced both ngribusinesses and smaller
growers and other kinds of rural producers from their devalued lands,
with the effeet that lind and rurnl industry ownership sped up the
cenlury-long tenddency Lo concentrate.

Urban dwellers left cities, tooking for new jobs, for cheuaper housing
fpivenn the inflited cost of houses and money). or flor whiter
communitics, and suburban residential and  industrial  districts
devetoped at the same time that city centres crumbled, Those left behind
were stuek in space, lucking Lhe social or financial mobility to follow
capital, while ul the same time inlernational migrants serivedin the US,
pushed and pulied neross territory und state by the sume forces of
equalisution and difTerentintion that were produc:m_, the US unmdqu

The sum of these displacements was socialised, in a negative way, by
tlie state’s displacement from its Keynesian job (o produce equilibrium
from profound imbalinces. No central, strategic plan emerged to
employ the state’s capacities and absorb the: national surph:scs of
finance capital, land or labour. And why would tliere be, since the scale
at which military Keynesianism operated - that of the nation stale - wits
approaching political-cconomic obsolescence in the fate twenticth
century round of globulisation, Make no mistike: 1 do not mean ‘the
stale” wits withering. Quile the contrary, the nution was being ‘prepped’
for globul developments. by operators lirmly chsconced -in state
institutions, such us the Federnl Reserve Bunk governors who, us Gidwin
Dickens irgues, powerfully insisted that the stide's capacity to discipline

Jabour wits politically and economically more important thun the state’s

capacity lo paarantee labour a decent share of surplus value, The
uitbsorbed  accumulations from  the 1973-7 recession Inid the
groundwork for additional surpluses idled in the 1981-4 recession and
again in [990-4, as the furious inlegration of some worlds produced the

Dateline Culilornia,

“Californin passed the trillion (million million) dollur Gross State

Product (GSP) mark in 1997, a level nominally equal to the GDP of the
entire Uniled Stutes in 1970. However, the wealthy and productive

State's fmily poverty rate more than doubled between 1969 and 1995,

rising from 8.4 per cent 1o 17.9 per cent of the growing populalion,

~Indecd, in 1995, California’s national poverty ranking was cighth from

the top, in company with historically poor stites such as Louisiang,
New Mexico, Mississippt, Wesl Virginia and Kentucky; with rich New
York and Texas, where prisons have also expinded significantly, and
with the classically bifurcated District 6f Columbia, that has both the
highest per capita income and second highest poverty in the country.
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! Throughout the golden age of capitalism, California functioned as
what Dick Walker calls a ‘principal engine 6f- US economic growth', and
used resources fromn defence-dependent prosperity to provide state
residents with broadening bppo‘rmniliés_.-'An“i,ridiéa_ior of change (o

come was.the 25 per éent irerease in children’s poverly between 1969 ‘

and 1979, This ubandonment of the Jeiist powerfiil members of society
presaged the State’s future broadening ‘abdication of responsibility to
remedy adversity and-inequality. And, in' fact; the child poverty: rate
Jjumped again, rising 67 per cent between 1979 and- 1995, (o shape the
future chances of one in four of the Statéskids. . :
California's phenomenal rise in family and child poverty is u dynamic

symptom of the displacements characterising the'1970s, 1980s and

1990s recessions - dynamic because the nepative effects have com-
pounded even in boom years. The surplusing: of Californin’s children
goes hand in hand with the accumulation of other surpluses.

* Finance capital California expérienced & dijal shift in income, First,
property income increased as a share” of total- income, the other
principal components of which are wages and salaries. Second, interest
income incrensed as a share of property income, the otlier components
of which are dividends, rent and profits. Productive capitals in the State
started paying for equipment or factory expatision out of retained
earnings (profits not paid out to shareholders as dividends). In these
clrcumstances, finance capitals had to scramble for new profit-making
opportunitics, and increasingly lookéd 1o money itself, rather than stea,
cars or aircraft, 16 do the job, - .

As a category of capital, ﬁﬁitﬁce capital is the most mobiIé', but the

actual firms that speciulise in mitching borrowers with funds operale in
particular political economic geographics,® Spatial constraint iy
abundantly clear in the US realm of public debt: all borrowing done at

the State or municipal level s, by federal liw, State-regulated, For
“California firms specinlising in public sector-finance, the challenge 1o

find  goverrimental - borrowers was further comphicated because
traditional infrastructural investment {school buildings, highways and
roads) had been deferred during the long 1970s ‘recession, whiie
thereafter both- State and local officials depleted reseives rather than
ask “short-tempered, wage-frozen ~laxpayers (6 approve new debt
~obligations, In sum, public sector finunciers had & crisis — growing pools
of investable cash byt shrinking outlets - that coutld only be resolved in
the political arena, where decisions about the legitimate uses of public
debt are made by voters, legislaors and cléver interpreters of existing
statute, oL i )

* Land California’s patieris of land usé have changed significantly
_during the past thirty years, Most notubly, since 1978 ubout TU0,000
acres per year ol'irrigated farmbund have been ttrken out-ol production,
The fate of these idled furmbnds stands ag proxy for ruraf restructuring

A
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in genernl. The recession of the 1970s overlapped with a drought, huge
increases in furm debt {laken on in part to irrigate fand) and suburban-
isetion brought on by the combination of white flight and the inability

- of wagc carners of all kinds to afford houses in desirable urban areas,

Agribusinesses of varying sizes were lorced out by debt - whether
because their commodities were destroyed by early 1980s Noods, or
priced outof global commodity murkets due to the then-surging dollar
= or quit in anticipation of adversity or an advantageous sale. Indeed,
for some owners the surplusing of lands converted into cash beciuse
developers bought the farm: portions of inland counties once used
almost exclusively for irrigated agriculture were developed into vast

residential and commerciul areas, However, there was not an acre-for- -

4cre trade-off between farm disinvestment.and suburban development.
For other owners, whose lands lay outside the path of development, the
surplus constituted erisis, in the form of both ‘lictitions’ costs? and real
costs (taxes, insurance, maintenance) necessary Lo maintain an under-
producing asset, And finally, for rural monopolies or oligopolies, the
crisis consisted of how to maintain unequal relations. of power and
control in places where increased productivity due to mechanisation
surplused both murginal land and many many workets, with the rural
proletariat, rather than the long-disappeared smalt furmer, beuring the

, principal brunt of displacements Indeed, surplus. fand and high

unemployment can be guides for locating each other because in tandem
they indicute that capital hus reorgunised in, or withdrawn from, an
area, Such is thecase with large areas of urban California.

© Surplus labowr California’s restructuring since the carly 1970s

. included the reorganisation, or the termination, of many capital-labour

relalionships that had been hammered out through struggle during the
polden age. Al kinds oF workers experienced profound insecurity, ay
milliony were dispinced from jobs and industries by capital flight, by
oulsourcing and by mechunisation. Racist and nationalist confront-

“ations heightened, driven-by the common-sense pereeplion that the

stute’s public and private resousces were too scarce to support the
growing population and that thercfore some people had to go. Buy
actully ‘people came, as immigrants reconfigured the stute’s demo-
graphic composition, These twin movements of cupital und Inbour
produced a prowing relative surplus popudation; workers at the extreme
cdges or completely outside restructured libour markets. ‘
During most of the 1970s, California's incrense in the lubour foree
wits roughly commensurate with the increase in avatlable jobs, cven
tHhogeh unemployment hit extremely high levels in the recession, Bu
from 1980 oawnrd, employments stopped keeping puce with the fabour
foree  shortly before the number of prisoners started to shoot off (he
clart. “Uhe overall tend is for lubour foree growih 10 eseeed employ-
et prowth by about 4 per cent, The sum of the sLte's iveree annual

Zld
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-number- of uncniployed persons, -plus thie' Werige-annual number of
prisoners, is ahout one million. Thesé milfign’ conistitute the empirical
minimum of Californin’s relutivé surplis popidation, or surplus labour.

. The reorganisation of fubour nikels lins expelied from the work-
force modestly educnied people in the prime oflife who once might have
gained their wiges minking and moving things. Aftican American men
are first among the dispossessed in this régard; altiough many kinds of

- workers are experiencing something close fo permancnt redundancy,

Underemployisént and worklessness .ire higher among men- than
women of similur demogeaphic profile, The lower a person’s income, the
maore likely she or he is to have been unemplayett, T urban space, high
unemployment rates correspond to-aréds with thé grealest schoo!

“dropouts, which in-turn map onto areas that industrics have abindoned,

tnking along their own-jobs and focal: jobs depéndent on {hic dollars
circulated by the bigger firms. OF course, these dyiuinics are not simply
‘the residuitl outcames of ‘markel’ forces’ but; Fither, the predictable
results.of cupitul abandonment facilitated: By what Michae! Tonry ealls
the Stnte’s ‘malign neglect’, N T

© = State capacity. As stated earlier, the-Keynedjun state came under
sustiined attack from. powerful cconomic:and political eritics, Muirx
observed that tax struggle is the oldest-form-of class struggle. Thie tax
revolt staged by California citpitals in the late.19605 was unswered by the
legendary honicowners’ (i, labour'sy tix revoli 'of 1978, And finally,
starting in the carly 1980s, the federal government reduced its partici-
pation in State and local government funding of socizl programmes,
thereby passing along to lower-seale jurisdictions the task of making up

* for federal tax- guts that had been- granted Lo capitals and :rich

individuats. Californin was left with the technical ability to do a)l kinds
of things: raise money and spend i, pass laws and enforce them; Bud it
lacked the legitiimucy 1o renovate the old military Keynesinn projects by,
‘for example, putting inner-city and rusal youth t5 work, or expanding
and improving educational opportunity, or buying firms that threal-

. cned {o leave and making them community-owned cooperatives.

In ihis historienl eontext, old markets.for certain fractions of finunce
capital, laid and fabour were dying, while new vnes had not yet been
born that might absarb the surpluses. For California, the outcomes of
(nx struggles translited into delegitimation of programmes the state
might have used to put surpluses back to work, while at the sime time
the state retained bureaucratic, fiscal and legal apparatuses from the
golden uge. Tir other words; the massive restructuring of the siate’s tax
base in cileel surplused the Keynesian state’s capacitics. | fowever the
state did not disappear, just as surplus workers or land or other idled
lactors of produclion do not disappear. Rather, what withered wiis the
state’s legltimacy o act as the Keynesian state. The state’s crisis, then,
was also « crisis for persons whose rights and entitlements would be
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surphused from the state: how absolitely would they be abandoned, and
would their regulation take new forms? '

The post-war pragmalic care once unevenly heslowed on fabour was
transferred, with an icing of solicilude, to capital, The state at all levels
focused on capital’s needs, purticutarly on how to minimise impedi-

‘ments and maximise opportunitics for capita) recruitment and reten-

tion. lMowever, having abandoned the Keynesian full employment/
aggregale gunrantce -approach to downturns, the power bloc that
emerged from the 1980s onward Faced the political problem of how Lo
carry out ils agenda - how, in other words; 1o go about its post-

+ Keynesian state-building project in order to refain and reproduce

victories. Capital might be the object of desire, but voters mattered. The
new blac, having achicved power under crisis conditions, consolidated

“around a popular anti-crime campaign that revived Richard Nixon's

successful taw and order pitch. Thus the stite rebuilt jtself by building

- prisotis. fashioned from surpluses that the emergent post-golden-uge
© political cconomy was not abserbing in other ways, :

The prison fix

~ A final blow 1o ‘golden-age’ activism was the end of prisoners' rights

movements. In concert with their counterparts elsewhere, Californi's
radical prisoners framed their activism in (erms of their cconomic,
political and racial lack of power, nid chailenged the class nature of the
stale’s cage-bused social control. But, at the same time, many prisoners
fought in federat courts for reform; (hey used constitutional law 1o
compel the State to improve prison conditions and to stop giving people
indeterminale (i.e, one-year-to-life} sentences. Federal court-ordered

suceesses formed the basis on which California began lo revise the

purpose and «esign of the system. However, by changing its sentencing
striteture and pledging to remedy overcrowded and deerepit facilities,
the State paved the way for expanding, rather than surplusing, its
capacity to put people in cages, ‘

The limit to any reform, as Angela Y. Davis and others consistently
argue, is the system itsellt reform tends to strengthen institutions,
especially those geared to sociul control. At first, Californin planned

simply. to replace decrepit-fucilitics with small (500 person) new ones.

However, that plan never materialised. Inslead; new power blocs {whicl
took office in 1982 using a stratepy stmilar to Nixon's 1968 ‘taw and
order’ campaign) used the improvement plans as u template for the
‘megaprisons’ that have since been built., k

Once the State emburked on the prison construction project, the
problem of Nding surfaced immediately. [n the flush of victory, the
newly ensconced post-Keynesian power bloc persuaded voters that it
crime was the problem (as electioneers had promised) prison was the

gl
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solution s therefore vorer approvad of publit.débt was the means lo
the énd. Voters did approve debt 1o start the-building programme, and
several rounds theredfier, However, the problefn remained that those
very volers had given thamselves an enbrmous tax break in recent
clectoral imemory, nnd fad since secured their residenlinl perimeters by
fejecting broad obligatiors and voling-fot: taxes:and debt that would

improve their exclusive locality. Thercfore; State afficials (both of the:
New Right and of the lapszd New Deal'sor]), guided By.entreprencurisl”
Californja-based - finance_capitalists,. figuréd. out-how:lo go behind
taxpayers’ backs.. The Culifornia’ Public. Works' Bourd, an eminently .

Kcyr}csinn ihsl_iluticm;\_vus used to borrowimbney to. build prisons,
Previously, the Board's borrowing capacitics were used - only 1o raisc

_money for housing, schools, hospito]s-and. othes goods that would
py for themselves from- 1onicowners’ 'm_oﬂ_gélgelfb'giymen_ts,' foent tax -
revenues; or.fees. Prisons produce no income. ;. yet: And then they hired -
a {echnocrat from the Statds welfl nre agency to:run the'expanding prison

apparnos, e . grvesioe T
. Culifornin’s new prisons are sited on-deynlied rural land, most,
in fact, on.formerly irrignred agricultural acres: The State intended to

put ali the new prisons in thé southern counties:(the Southtand) that

produce nearly 70 per cemt of prisoners. Howevery political opposition,

led by mothers ol actual und potentinl prisorers, kept the State from

putting a prison in.Mexici n American East:Los'Angeles. Landowners

from the agricultural vatleys spied an opportunity 1o unload sinking
assets; and politicians. from the ared (which: serves as the preat lie-
brenking region between the moré ‘progressive’ San Francisco-Oakland

area and the conservative Southiand) saw advancement -if they could
deliver the dollars to'tlie agribusiness power brokers, The Siate bought

land sold by big landownets. Arid the State assured the small, depressed
towns now shadowed by orisons thaat the -new, recession-proof, ion-
potluling indusiry would jump start local redevelopinent, but in fact
prisons huve not prodhiced the jobs or related improvenients projected
byprison boosters, - : SR .
The Southland is an enarmous arci coimprising eight .of the State’s
fifty-cight: countics. The gicatest number ol prisoriers come from-Lios
Angeles County, where thvy have been convicted in nearly two out of
hree ciises of property or ¢ -ug possession offencés, Duvid Grant.and his
colleagues iole that between 1985 and 1990, fully-25 per cent of African
Ameriean men who moved out of Los Angeles County were involunlary
migrants in (he prison systeim, as were 10 per cent of the Black men who'

* moved into the county, While the percentage -of women in prison is

relatively smuall, the rate of increase in the number is actually higher thun
that for men, with again, drugs as the principal ‘controlling’ ofence.
The ongoing destruction of posl-war labour markets pushes people into
new relations of competiticn; while the dismanting of the wellare state

L’
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adlds new stresses to the everyday life of the working and workless poor,
And onee in the industriatised punishiment system, it is lard (o stay out;
administrative parole volations are now used so frequently that annually
mare thian half the state's 110,000 parolees go back into cages without

. being convicted of new crimes. .

“I'ie State has used its enormous capacity to raise money, buy land
and build and stafl prisons. 1t also.makes new laws that guarantee
incarceration for more and more kinds of offences, old and new. In fact,

* the flurry of Jaw-making caused the California legislature to establish

permatient committees {the Commillees on Public Safely, or *‘COPS’)
whose entire charge isto review and recommend new: criminal statutes,

Nearly two thousand pieces of criminal law have been enacted in the

past, decade, and legistators from the dwindling -Left to the firmly
enseonced Right have alt taken the lend on some piece of Lhe new social
product: Legistated justice micro-manages the courtroom, und-speeds
up convictions and incarceritions (and the death penally) by deskilling
judges who otherwise might render different decistons than those
mandated, Thus the state produces, and is produced by, the industriaf-
ised punishment system which is- the core of the prison industrial

complex.

Inthe long run, we're all dead

As 1 luve alreidy noted, California’s State budget has grown since the
1970s, while voters have reduced their participation, An enormous, and
growing, portion of revenue flows’into the prison system, at a level
nearly equal Lo general fund appropriations for the State's two univers-
ity syslems. Onc explanation for Californin’s budget expansion is that
the underlying conditions leading to the waves of tax revolis on the part
of capital, libour, and the federal state have continued to be in Nax, and
therefore the stute's definitive task - maintiining a general balance of
power -~ has required big spending at the State level. This would suggest
that the new power bloe's intervention; in the name of u small state
apparatus, has not achieved liegemony and tierefore, if and when
relutively uncontested consent is secured, the State’s apparatus mipht
shrink. But an equaily plausible explanation is that the new power bloc
cannol rejig power in the form of the state with wny greater cost-
efliciency than it has alre iy exhibited. The *big stick’ approach used by
US capital to disciplire labour requires an enormous, expensive
indusirial burenucracy, 4 : David Gordon has shown; the same appears
10 be true for the capitali+t state in crisis.

THow can the big stale pay its way? Perhaps by selling ofT assets, such
as public utilities and pri.ons. Many rightly worry that the privatisition
of prisons will further tf 2 civil deaths of those in custody and present
grave dangérs that migh result in greater numbers of physical denths

hig
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and injurics s well. Cupitals arc, of course, trying (o get a foothold in
this lucrative market, where 95 per cent of US prisons and juils are now
puiblicly owned and operated, Alernatively, all prisoners might well be
required (o work in the public sector, both to pay their own costs and 1o
make profit for the state, ns was the ‘case In prisons of the 'US South
starting at the wrn of the twenficth centyry. In'such_an eventuality,
wide-scale slavery, under the provisions of the Thirteenth Amendment
to the US constitwtion, could be the big state’s answer to tax struggle,
We might think of public sector slavery as the ‘crime tax’, part of the
‘surplus libour tax’, whose frécworld (non-prison) variation is work-
(ire, or the ‘poverty tax’, Thus we relurn analytically to the class
strupgte inherent in tux struggle. But 1his return takes us (o 8 new pluce,

~if we understaiid from the ‘surpliis Iabour tax’ that prisoners and other

dispossessed persons are at the centre (rather thun under or marginal to)
the contradictions by which the system maves,

- In sum, military Keynesianism emerged from the profound crises of
the Great Depression, when dislocations -and reconfligurations of
-capital, land, lnbour and state capacity restructired capital-labour
relations and. remupped the world, with California, in some key ways,
first among first. Military Keynesianism came ot of the same objective

conditions that had produced Nauzism and Faseism. In the corrent’

period ol globalisation, we see the demise of military Keyncsianism,
and its successor militarist state rising on a firm foundation of prisons,
peopled by the 2,000,000 and more who represent both the demise of
-polden-uge capitalism and the defeat of alicrnative socictics militantly
pursued, (hroughout the golden age, by those who sought to make
impossible the future'we five toduy. But, before we're all dend, altern-
ative globel aclivism, matured by thirly years of mortal lessons, might
rise (o tenrf down the sturdy curtain of racism behind which the prison

_ industrial comples devours working men and women of alt kinds.

Notes

- My speeial thanks 1o Craig Gilmare.

b “State® with nn upper-case '3* designnies a specific politieat geopraply ar government
© -Isuch us the Sinte of Califirnia); *slate’ with a lower-case *s* designates the generil
politteat-tesritorial torm {the rising prisgm state) Nurt runges, in scate, fTom municip-

ality lo nativa stgte, - .

2 Prisoners nre classified according to their ‘controlling’ or most seriuus convietion,

Thus, the more thin 6,500 people in CDC custady for *pelty theft with prior’ did not
comnit other, mure serious crines, such as robbery.. ) o
3 The low ratio is criticak: gang membership designation allows prasceitors 1o demand
longer, Mixed sentences for deajers, and Jocitt law enforcement througlon Californis
has canducted 2 census of gang membership so zeatously (hat, in af feast one city,
_neeording L Mike Davis, the police enumerated more gangstees hetween the sges of §8
and 25 than were actually resident in theirjurisdiction.
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4 The colours refer, réspectivu]y. to Africun, Lotino {especially Chicanulfo und Puerm_
Ricun), Asian Amerlean and Nadive American groupings.

. 5 Owside the scapp of this essay I n discussion ol two key themes, One conceens how the

IS wlse huill indo the legnl landseape o notnbly high toleranee for hmnicidc.‘ h‘y
defining *self-defénce’ so broadly thm toduy the ‘average American’ helievés itis
human nuture to kill over property or Insidl as well is to remedy greater perceived
wrongs; sot surprisingly, the ense law estublishing npgressively Ivinlcnt sl‘n‘m!alrds
consists cxclusively of incidents in which white men killed white men. The law
therefore estublishes -norins that fix panicwlar relntionships among gcmlcl:. risce,
citizenship, and power (see Brown, 1991). The second key {heme concerns vinlence
dilferentinds between nation states, and the role of victoriouws war-making in modelting
civitinn behaviour in the US {Archer and Gartner, 1984).

6 Of course there are mubi-State and multinationat finance eepilal Arms; but, deal by
destd, they do their business In places, not in undifferentiated space. No matter h'ow
quickly value can be translerred between currencies and paolitics, eaclh uecounting
moment veears in, and by virtae of, a jurisdiction. ‘Thus, when Leeson brought down
Rurings Hank (Dt nccumulated mucls Tucre in the nineteenth ecolury lending money
to US votton planiations worked by slaves), he Ned Singapore, nel Barings, to evade
puenishment,

7 “Fhe cteetine in $he price nt which the fand might sell, especially compared to the rising
price of suburbanisable plots, .
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