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Along with works like JonAthAn simon’s Mass IncarceratIon on trIal (2014) 
and Marie Gottschalk’s Caught (2015), Cheap on Crime: Recession-Era 
Politics and the Transformation of American Punishment is an important 

addition to an emerging stream of literature that is trying to imagine the possible 
futures of mass incarceration in the United States. Hadar Aviram’s book is precisely 
the kind of prefigurative work that is needed in the field of punishment and society 
in the wake of the US mass incarceration crisis. Such research is necessary because 
it projects the debate beyond a critique of the penal state to anticipate, and perhaps 
even influence, future developments in the field. Of course, this is always a risky 
endeavor for scholars, but one that is needed to stimulate meaningful public debate 
on possible ways to overcome the current penal crisis.

In a dense but accessible style, Cheap on Crime examines the set of discourses, 
rhetoric, practices, and policies that have started to coalesce around the penal field 
in the aftermath of the great recession of 2007–2008. Hadar Aviram analyzes the 
significance of cost-based arguments for penal reforms aimed at reducing the US 
prison population, such as those promoted in recent years by bipartisan initiatives 
such as the Smart on Crime Coalition or the Right on Crime campaign. After an 
engaging journey through some of the most significant recent developments in the 
penal reform movement across the United States, the author concludes that the cur-
rent managerial language of cost-benefit analysis, cost reduction, evidence-based 
practice, and financial sustainability might provide the only residual vocabulary 
through which decarceration can be framed in the age of financial austerity and 
small government. In Aviram’s words:

The advent of the financial crisis has given rise to a prominent new dis-
course of cost, frugality, and prudence, which has permeated our political 
and public conversations about corrections and has become a powerful 
rhetoric and motivator in political campaigns and administrative negotia-
tions. I call this new discourse “humonetarianism,” a term I chose because 
it draws attention to the cost-centered logic behind nonpunitive reforms. 
(Aviram 2014, 4)

* AlessAndro de GiorGi is associate professor in the Department of Justice Studies at San José State 
University, California, and a member of the Social Justice Editorial Board.
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Aviram provides several examples of how supporters of policy initiatives and 
campaigns for penal reform frame them not in terms of humanitarian concerns or 
social justice, but rather on cost-benefit considerations alone. This would include 
the failed 2012 voter initiative to abolish the death penalty in California (Proposition 
34), the successful campaign to reform the Golden State’s draconian three-strikes 
legislation (Proposition 36), and the recent wave of legislative reforms to legalize 
cannabis and limit some of the excesses of the war on drugs (e.g., in Colorado and 
Washington).

Aviram is not oblivious to the possible pitfalls of such technocratic and market-
friendly approaches to the penal crisis, namely the looming risk that such reforms 
might not be less punitive than current penal policies, but simply less expensive 
and perhaps even more unjust. For example, the cost argument might result in a 
dangerous mix of prison privatization, reduction of services available to prisoners, 
and a shifting of the costs of detention from the state to inmates and their families, 
now increasingly perceived as burdens or consumers (ibid., 121–38). Indeed, as 
Aviram documents in the book, these developments have begun to emerge in dif-
ferent regions of the United States. Despite these concerns, however, the author 
of Cheap on Crime seems to see promise in the emergence of what she defines as 
the new humonetarian consensus around the correctional crisis. It is a narrow but 
important window of opportunity for the construction of bipartisan coalitions to 
reform the penal state and downsize its carceral machine. As Aviram writes in the 
concluding chapter of the book:

Speaking about financial prudence has freed politicians, administrators, 
and even law enforcement agents to advocate for policies that go against 
the grain of a four-decade-long project of mass incarceration. And while 
localities vary in their response to humonetarian discourse, political cam-
paigns for change, such as death penalty abolition, scaling down the war 
on drugs, and habitual offender law reform, have been successful in many 
states in which such reforms failed prior to the financial crisis. (Ibid., 150)

Below I will critique Aviram’s perspective and argue that the neoliberal ideology 
that constitutes the backbone of the humonetarian consensus might be more peril-
ous than promising. In other words, the present wave of austerity-driven reforms 
might strengthen the penal state rather than dismantle it.

The cost-centered arguments for decarceration described in Cheap on Crime 
are noteworthy due to the asymmetric nature of public spending on prisons and 
the correctional apparatus. During the 1980s and 1990s, there was growing public 
dissatisfaction with welfare. Mass incarceration is similar in that the fiscal system 
subsidizes institutions that do not directly target the citizens who fund them with 
their tax-dollars. Reminiscent of the “abolish welfare as we know it” campaign of 
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the 1990s, today fiscally conservative politicians and neoliberal think tanks artfully 
cajole taxpayers to withhold funding from institutions that cater mainly to the poor. 
Rather than a serious attempt to dismantle the penal state, the current “cheap on 
crime” rhetoric about the financial unsustainability of the US correctional system 
heralds a broader process of public disinvestment and institutional disengagement 
from marginalized populations who are increasingly left to fend for themselves in 
a post-welfare society.

For the thousands of people leaving prison each year only to return to the 
segregated neighborhoods from which they were taken, these developments are 
particularly problematic in a neoliberal/post-welfare society in which penal institu-
tions now represent the only available resource to fulfill the basic needs of many of 
the poor, such as housing, nutrition, and healthcare. This is not to suggest that the 
poor actually receive decent housing, nutrition, and health care in prisons, or that 
prisons should even perform that role. However, the services they receive inside 
still exceed what they can find outside. In California, the virtual abolition of state 
parole in favor of county-level supervision in the wake of the Public Safety Realign-
ment (AB109)—one of the humonetarian penal reforms Aviram mentions—had 
the immediate effect of depriving parolees of even the few residual services once 
available to them. In the end, could the new “cheap on crime” rhetoric be symp-
tomatic of our society’s unwillingness to fund even prisons, to the extent that they 
house mostly poor and racialized social groups and are supposed to provide for 
their basic needs such as food, shelter, health care, and so on? Although it could be 
argued that any strategic opportunity or change in policy leading to decarceration 
should be seized upon, the neoliberal rationality underlying humonetarian penal 
reforms is fundamentally twisted.

Arguments for penal reform based on cost-effectiveness, such as those described 
by Aviram, could also further normalize the penal state by suggesting that its 
problems are essentially technical and budgetary. Fixing the system then requires 
only a better allocation of resources. The “smart on crime” and “evidence-based” 
rhetoric thus might create the illusion that mass incarceration was not the product 
of political decisions, but rather the unintended consequence of genuine attempts to 
address crime, or of erroneous interpretations of available criminological evidence. 
However, a technocratic solution to the mass incarceration crisis is unimaginable. 
As the broad, critical literature emphasizes, the structural foundations upon which 
the edifice of the carceral state was built—such as social inequality, economic 
insecurity, racialized poverty, etc.—remain in place

Paradoxically, then, rather than “expand[ing] the limits of the sayable in a 
political universe that does not reward ‘soft on crime’ stances” (ibid., 56), the cost-
benefit logic of humonetarianism might further restrict the boundaries of political 
discourse and obstruct other potential channels of mobilization against the penal 



198 book review

state. By establishing cost-effectiveness as the only rational approach to the penal 
crisis, humonetarianism rules out any other oppositional discourse as utopian. As 
Marie Gottschalk (2015) suggests, the current wave of bipartisan rhetoric on penal 
reform should raise our suspicions rather than galvanize our enthusiasm. After all, 
the penal state was built by conservatives and liberals—and perhaps even more 
by the latter, according to Naomi Murakawa (2014). Could the growing biparti-
san support for humonetarian strategies be a cause and a consequence of the fact 
that the very foundations of the penal state are never called into question? Is the 
absence of public debate on the connections between carceral expansion and the 
deepening of social inequality, the rise of economic insecurity, and the substantial 
public disinvestment from poverty programs the price we pay for such bipartisan 
support for reform?

Another question the book raises is whether decarceration is actually taking 
place, even in the timid steps described by Aviram. Cheap on Crime offers examples 
of non-punitive policies made possible by the new vocabulary of fiscal prudence 
and smartness on crime, including marijuana legalization (Aviram 2014, 88–97) 
and the growing support for the abolition of the death penalty across the United 
States (ibid., 58–77). But are these actual signs of the emergence of a consensus to 
“reduce the wasteful system of criminalization and incarceration” (ibid., 97)? As 
far as marijuana is concerned, despite the anti-war on drugs rhetoric surrounding 
it, legalization might now seem socially desirable mostly because a high number of 
respectable middle-class citizens would fall into the carceral net if the criminaliza-
tion of cannabis were to continue unabated. Although a welcome development, the 
decriminalization of marijuana per se may not necessarily signal a less punitive 
approach toward the stigmatized populations that have been the main targets of 
the cyclical war on drugs.

In the case of the death penalty, Aviram points out that the cost-saving rhetoric 
has opened up new opportunities for reform by framing the issue in a language that 
sidesteps human rights arguments in favor of cost reduction, thus making bipartisan 
abolitionist coalitions possible:

While the recent achievements on this front are not solely attributable to 
the cost-centered argument, its contribution lies in creating the conditions 
that made it possible to transcend the traditional debates about the death 
penalty (human rights, deterrence, racial discrimination) and make aboli-
tion an appealing cost for voters across the political spectrum. (Ibid., 77)

At issue here, however, is not that the best way to oppose the death penalty is 
to argue that it is too expensive, but rather that it has become politically unrealistic 
to call for abolition simply because it is unjust and inhumane. By removing these 
points from public discourse, the humonetarian rhetoric shields the discussion 
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from the need to rethink the entire penal system, its structural logic and its goals, 
at a deeper level. Furthermore, the depoliticization of the issue attested to by the 
replacement of human rights arguments with budgetary calculations may not be 
the only price the abolitionist movement is paying to the new “right on crime” 
coalitions. A higher price might be the de facto normalization of life without the 
possibility of parole—the “other death penalty”—as the only plausible alternative 
to capital punishment.

The swing of the pendulum toward non-punitive penal reform might not yet 
be as decisive as Aviram suggests in Cheap on Crime. Indeed, reductions in the 
overall US prison population over the last few years have been very limited. If the 
pace of reductions of the federal and state prison populations registered between 
2009 and 2012 (the last year of decline) continues, we will not return to the 1985 
level of 750,000 prisoners until the year 2038.

Lacking significant political pressure from below, cost-based arguments can 
support any policy, not just less-punitive ones. As the sources of mass incarcera-
tion have intensified since the outset of the punitive turn in the mid-1970s, this is 
even more likely. After all, the recent financial crisis was conjunctural, whereas 
the political and economic transformations that facilitated the penal expansion of 
the last four decades are structural in nature. In this sense, a real shift toward a less 
punitive approach to the criminal question requires a deeper rearticulation of the 
relations between penal institutions, labor markets, and the society at large. The 
piecemeal reforms we have witnessed so far may not be a prelude to a structural 
transformation, but instead may preempt it.

Cost-based, austerity-inspired solutions to the crisis may ultimately reinforce the 
neoliberal rationality of disinvestment from the poor, who are increasingly perceived 
as a disposable surplus population too costly to maintain even in prison. Since the 
early 1970s, economic elites facing capitalist crises have turned to austerity as their 
main exit strategy. Yet the narrative of austerity cannot draw to the humonetarian 
cause the marginalized communities directly affected by penal expansion and who 
currently pay the real price of mass incarceration. Nonetheless, dismantling the 
penal state requires their mobilization. Historically, no system of social domina-
tion has crumbled under the weight of its costs, unless those costs were raised to 
unsustainable levels by the struggles and resistance of those oppressed by such 
systems. Therefore, I am inclined to read Hadar Aviram’s excellent book more 
as a warning about the perils of the humonetarian consensus than as a message 
of hope about changing winds in the penal field. As for the strategic opportunity 
to support these attempts despite their ambivalence, which Aviram herself insists 
upon, Cheap on Crime raises crucial political questions for all of us to debate, and 
it is as timely as a book can be.
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