
louder from the late sixties on (amplified as they were by the estab-
lishment media). The Law Enforcement Assistance Administration
(LEAA) was launched in 1968, under the Johnson administration, as
part of the Safe Streets Act. The LEAA provided federal support for a
professionalization and militarization of law enforcement agencies
nationwide. Support for “law and order” legislation gained further
ground, under the Nixon administration, and was to soar again with
the dual “war on crime” and “war on drugs” of the Reagan years.

Table 1

U.S. Justice System Expenditure
(In 1996 dollars)

Year* Expenditures Per U.S. Inhabitant**

1982 234

1985 309

1988 333

1991 387

1993 402

1996 454

*Fiscal year
**Includes expenditures for police; justice and legal operations; and the costs of jails, pris-

ons, probation, parole, and pardon. 
Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Trends in Justice Expenditures

and Employment (NCJ178279) Table 11. The data were adjusted for price changes using the
GDP price deflator index, 1996=100.

Republicans and Democrats gave equal support to “getting tough on
crime” legislation. Criminal justice expenditures grew (in constant
1996 dollars) from $234 per person (in total population) in 1982, half
way through Reagan’s first term of office, to $454 per person in 1996,
at the close of Clinton’s first term in office (see Table 1). The cost of
this to the population, not only directly, but in terms of the loss to
health, education and welfare spending was incalculable. States went
on a prison-building boom in the last quarter-century of the twentieth
century, more than doubling capacity, yet found themselves faced with
more and more overcrowding. In Alabama on May 19, 2001, a federal
judge declared that nearly 2000 state prisoners were being held wrong-
fully in county jails (beyond the date for transfer to state prisons)
because of overcrowding in the state prisons. In the previous month
one federal judge had compared conditions in one Alabama county
jail with a slave ship (New York Times, May 20, 2001).
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