
Little or no pretense was made in the get-tough 1970s, ‘80s, and ‘90s
that the war on crime and the increased rate of incarceration had as
their object the rehabilitation of offenders. Rather, the stated purpose
was to deter and incapacitate criminals through more severe punish-
ment, including longer sentences, thereby bringing down the crime
rate. At the same time, new categories of criminals were created
through the war on drugs, which fell disproportionately on the poor
and people of color. Certain actions, such as the use of crack-cocaine,
were “stamped,” as Marx had said, as “violations” of the rules of official
society, rather than “transgressions only.” 

Table 2
Incarceration and Income

Five states with high imprisonment rates Five states with low imprisonment rates

States Income per Imprisoned States Income per Imprisoned
capita per capita per 

(thousands) 100,000 (thousands) 100,000

Louisiana $22.2 793 Minnesota $30.8 129

Oklahoma 23.0 661 New Hamp. 31.1 185

Mississippi 20.7 630 Rhode Isl. 29.4 197

Alabama 23.0 571 Nebraska 27.0 216

So. Carol. 23 5 543 Mass. 35.6 242

Average $22.5 640 Average $30.8 194

Sources: Income per capita are given in Survey of Current Business, February 2001. Imprisoned per
capita are in U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Prison and Jail Inmates at Midyear
2000 <http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/abstract/pjim00.pdf>. 

The supposed object of reducing the crime rate was pursued with-
out any solid evidence that the crime rate would in fact be reduced.
(The actual fall in the crime rate in the 1990s had much more to do
with demographic shifts—the aging of the population—and lower
unemployment than the increasing rate of imprisonment.)
Conservative Harvard professor James Q. Wilson argued in his influ-
ential book Thinking About Crime (1975) that the correction system
should have as its primary function “to isolate and punish” since “soci-
ety really does not know how to do much else”—with the possibility at
least of thereby deterring and incapacitating would-be criminals.
Rehabilitation, in contrast, was condemned as an unrealistic goal. 

In line with this increasingly harsh establishment approach to crime
were the attacks made against indeterminate sentencing—necessary
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