
There is no doubt that the whole legal-ideological movement to put
more criminals behind bars for longer periods of time in order to
“incapacitate” criminals and bring down the crime rate, was the way
that the “second great experiment” was rationalized. But it was also
clear from the start that other, more political, motives were involved.
The 1960s were a time of dissent and rebellion, against the Jim Crow
system in the South, against the Vietnam War, against patriarchal insti-
tutions, and so on. The establishment treated all of this dissent as crim-
inal in intent if not in reality. As Nixon’s White House Chief of Staff
H. R. Haldeman wrote in his diary, “[President Nixon] emphasized
that you have to face the fact that the whole problem is really the
blacks. The key is to devise a system that recognizes this while not
appearing to” (quoted in Christian Parenti, Lockdown America). 

Figure 3
Prison Population per 100,000 National Population 

in Advanced Capitalist (G7) Countries 1999*

*Note: for purposes of international comparison the 1999 figure for the United States of
680 prisoners per 100,000 persons in the population is used here. By 2000 this had risen to
702 prisoners per 100,000 persons.

Source: Roy Walmsley, World Prison Population List (2000), published by United Kingdom
Home Office, Research, Development and Statistics Directorate, Research Findings, no. 116
<http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs/r116.pdf>.

The ruling element in U.S. society therefore responded to popular
challenges to its rule with calls for “law and order” that got louder and
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