
been	 elected	 under	 crisis	 conditions,	 Governors	 Deukmejian	 and	Wilson
consolidated	 their	 administrations	 around	 the	 anticrime	 theme	 they	 had
popularized.	 The	 state	 built	 itself	 by	 building	 prisons	 fashioned	 from
surpluses	that	the	newly	developing	political	economy	had	not	absorbed	in
other	ways.

CRISIS	AND	SURPLUS

In	 “Questions	 of	 Theory”	 (1988)	 Stuart	Hall	 and	Bill	 Schwarz	 provide	 a
useful	definition	of	crisis.	“Crises	occur	when	the	social	formation	can	no
longer	 be	 reproduced	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 preexisting	 system	 of	 social
relations”	(96).	The	pivotal	verb	“to	reproduce”	signifies	the	broad	array
of	political,	economic,	cultural,	and	biological	capacities	a	society	uses	to
renew	itself	daily,	seasonally,	generationally.	Crisis	is	not	objectively	bad	or
good;	 rather,	 it	 signals	 systemic	 change	 whose	 outcome	 is	 determined
through	struggle.	Struggle,	which	is	a	politically	neutral	word,	occurs	at	all
levels	of	a	society	as	people	try	to	figure	out,	through	trial	and	error,	what
to	make	of	idled	capacities.
For	example,	when	a	major	employer	leaves	a	place,	the	individuals	and

households	dependent	on	it	for	wages	face	a	crisis,	as	does	the	state—at	all
levels—dependent	on	tax	revenues	paid	by	capital	and	workers.	What	are
possible	outcomes	of	crisis?	Households	can	reorganize	internal	relations
of	 authority	 and	 dependence	 according	 to	who	 can	 find	work	 or	 receive
income	 assistance,	 creating	 both	 tensions	 and	 opportunities	 that
significantly	 alter	 “traditional”	 household	 hierarchies.	 Community
institutions,	 such	 as	 churches,	 unions,	 or	 street	 gangs,	 can	 gain	 or	 lose
adherents	and	experience	new	pressures	because	of	excessive	or	vanished
reliance	on	the	services	and	security	they	provide.	Indeed,	the	expansion	of
community-based	institutions	can	be	a	direct	result	of	the	state’s	reduction
of	 social	 services—such	 as	 school	 programs.	 The	 state	 can	 also	 step	 up
policing,	 under	 its	 mandate	 to	 maintain	 internal	 order,	 due	 to	 actual	 or
imagined	antisocial	behaviors	among	idled	workers	or	disenchanted	youth.
New	power	blocs	can	form	around	the	remaining	legitimate	areas	in	which
the	 state’s	 power	 can	 be	 exercised,	 such	 as	 law	 and	 order,	 local
development,	 or	 moral	 directives	 for	 civilian	 behavior.	 Indeed,	 the
weakening	of	 old	 social,	 political,	 and	 cultural	 forms	opens	 the	way	 to	 a
wide	 variety	 of	 new	 alliances,	 institutions,	 movements,	 all	 of	 which	 are
coaxed,	 but	 not	 directed,	 by	 already	 existing	 practices.	 Nothing	 is
guaranteed,	but	tendencies	are	hard	to	buck.
Crises	are	spatially	and	sectorally	uneven,	leading	to	different	outcomes
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for	different	kinds	of	people	 in	different	kinds	of	places	 (cf.	Smith	1984;
Walker	1995).	The	devaluation	of	the	Golden	Gulag’s	four	key	components
created	the	conditions	of	possibility	explored	in	“The	Prison	Fix”	(chapter
3),	 “Crime,	 Croplands,	 and	 Capitalism”	 (chapter	 4),	 and	 “Mothers
Reclaiming	Our	Children”	(chapter	5).
What	 is	 surplus,	 and	 how	 is	 it	 related	 to	 crisis?	 In	 political	 economy,

surplus	 and	 crisis	 derive	 from	 a	 single,	 extremely	 complicated,
relationship.	The	purpose	of	capitalist	business	activity	is	to	make	a	profit,
and	profitability	 is	dependent	on	both	keeping	wages	as	 low	as	possible,
while	selling	all	goods	produced.	In	fancy	terms,	this	means	that	implicit	in
capital’s	 imperative	to	accumulate	 is	an	equal	necessity	to	disaccumulate
(Wolff	1984).	Systemic	failure	to	disaccumulate	constitutes	crisis.
In	an	economy	that	is	driven	by	individual	consumers	whose	capacity	to

buy	is	tied	to	the	fortunes	of	regional	industrial	sectors,	ups	and	downs	are
likely	to	occur	with	some	regularity—what’s	known	as	the	business	cycle.
The	 problem	 is	 that	 the	 “down”	 part	 of	 the	 cycle	 does	 not	 have	 a
guaranteed	bottom;	and	when	the	bottom	falls	out,	what’s	left	is	a	mess	of
surpluses—in	short,	a	crisis.	The	worker-consumer,	who	has	to	work	to	buy
and	buy	to	work,	is	central	to	this	drama—and	hence	to	this	book.12
The	actual	 effects	 of	 crisis	 in	 a	 particular	 society	 are	not	 necessarily

paralyzing;	 rather,	 they	 invite	 remedies	 that	 take	 many	 forms,	 and
therefore	produce	varying	outcomes	that	are	as	likely	further	to	shake	up,
as	 to	 settle,	 the	 original	 political-economic	 upheaval.	 Such	 remedies
include	 moving	 capital	 out	 of	 a	 region	 altogether,	 or	 moving	 it	 out	 of
production	(research,	development,	or	manufacture)	into	other	investment
venues	such	as	land	or	financial	markets,	where	short-term	returns	seem
predictable	(Harvey	[1982]	1989).	Since	such	investment	decisions	are	not
centrally	coordinated,	they	might	provide	relief	for	individual	investors	or
firms	but	not	do	much	to	resolve	the	crisis	 for	 the	broad	mass	of	people
who	are	vulnerable	to	its	effects.	By	contrast,	the	government	can	step	in,
as	 a	 “collective	 capital”	 (Negri	 [1980]	 1988;	 Harvey	 [1982]	 1989;	 cf.
Foglesong	1986)	to	remedy	crises	by	borrowing	surplus	money	capital	and
using	 the	 proceeds	 to	 guarantee	 aggregate	 demand	 by	 way	 of	 income
supports	 or	 similar	 programs—thereby	 restoring	 to	 capital	 its	 expansive
momentum	 (Keynes	 [1936]	 1973).	 The	 limits	 to	 the	 power	 of	 such
collective	 action	 are	 found	 in	 (but	 not	 necessarily	 produced	 by)	 the
complexities	of	political	boundaries	(borders,	tariffs,	and	racial,	gendered,
and	international	divisions	of	territories	and	labor	markets).
Surplus	and	crisis,	then,	are	two	sides	of	the	same	coin.	The	problems

arising	 from	 overaccumulation—what	makes	 surplus	 crisis—are	 not	 only
economic,	 but	 also	 political,	 and	 therefore	 social.	 The	 idling	 of	workers,
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the	 development	 of	 far-flung	 (labor	 or	 commodity)	 markets,	 and	 the
immobilization	 of	 capital	 in	 devalued	 land	 are	 problems	 that	 require
political	 organization—such	 as	 state	 building	 (Gregory	 Hooks	 1991)	 or
subaltern	 activism	 (Pulido	 1996)—to	 solve.	 Political	 organizing	 produces
new	 social	 relations	 that	 can,	 if	 reproducible,	 form	 the	 basis	 for	 a	 new
social	order	(Hall	and	Schwarz	1988).
So	 far	 we	 have	 reviewed	 how	 capitalism	 as	 a	 mode	 of	 production

produces	 the	conditions	 for	 its	own	undoing;	 the	production	of	 surplus	 is
necessary,	or	else	there’s	no	profit,	while	the	overaccumulation	of	surplus
is	crisis.	The	system	does	not,	however,	mechanically	function	irrespective
of	time	and	place;	crises	are	historically	specific	and	their	generalities	play
out	 in	particular	ways	 in	particular	places.	Next	 I	 review	the	 theoretical
and	empirical	evidence	for	the	existence	of	four	surpluses	that	were	key	to
the	size	and	strength	of	the	California	prison	expansion	project.
The	deepening	division	of	California	into	richer	and	poorer	is	a	function

of	 what	 Richard	 Walker	 (among	 others)	 identifies	 as	 three	 “central
contradictions”	(Walker	1995):	(1)	the	changing	mix	of	jobs	and	industrial
and	 residential	 location;	 (2)	 Anglos’	 fear	 of	 their	 demotion	 to	 minority
status,	 coupled	 with	 capital’s	 differential	 exploitation	 of	 labor	 market
segments	defined	by	race,	gender,	locality,	sector,	and	citizenship;	and	(3)
the	 state’s	 failure	 to	 put	 idled	 capacities	 back	 to	 work	 through
infrastructural,	 educational,	 employment,	 and	 other	 projects.	 As	 the
multigenerational	abandonment	of	California’s	children	to	poverty	shows,
wealth	 does	 not	 circulate	 the	 way	 it	 used	 to.	 “Some	 power	 resources
appear	 to	 be	 increasing	 within	 the	 system,	 while	 others	 appear	 to	 be
declining”	 (Mike	 Davis	 1986:	 181).	 It	 is	 to	 this	 summary	 contradiction,
expressed	 as	 four	 surpluses—of	 finance	 capital,	 land,	 labor,	 and	 state
capacity—that	we	now	turn.

THE	FOUR	SURPLUSES

Surplus	Finance	Capital This	 section	 looks	 at	 the	political	 economy	of
surplus	finance	capital	as	it	emerged	in	California	in	the	form	of	municipal
finance	capital.	Municipal	financiers	design	and	sell	bonds	to	raise	money
for	 public,	 and	 certain	 private	 nonprofit,	 projects	 that	 contribute	 to	 the
public	good.
We	have	seen	that	as	the	golden	age	of	U.S.	capitalism	drew	to	a	close,

the	major	changes	in	the	forces,	relations,	and	geography	of	accumulation
that	rocked	the	capitalist	world	in	general	had	specific	regional	effects	in
California.	 Between	 1973	 and	 1989,	 according	 to	 David	 Gordon	 (1996:
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