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THE NATURE oF CRIME: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

- From the Director

The celebration of the National Institute of Justice’s 30th anniversary in
the autumn of 1999 provided the Institute and the criminal justice com-
munity the perfect opportunity to reflect on three decades of criminal
justice research accomplishments. A few months later, the dawn of the
new millennium seemed the appropriate stage from which to look for-
ward to what lies ahead for criminal justice in the United States.

As preparations were made to commemorate the Institute’s anniversary,
it became increasingly apparent to N1J staff and the criminal justice
research, policymaker, and practitioner communities that there needed to
be one compilation comprising a comprehensive, scholarly examination
and analysis of the current state of criminal justice in the United States.
Consequently, NIJ conceived and launched a project to produce the four-
volume Criminal Justice 2000 series to examine how research has influ-
enced current policy and practice and how future policies and practices
can be built upon our current state of knowledge.

The themes developed for these volumes were purposefully broad in
scope, to allow contributors the intellectual freedom to explore issues
across criminal justice disciplines. In its competitive solicitation, N1J
asked the authors to explore and reflect on current and emerging trends
in crime and criminal justice practice, based on scientific findings and
analyses. An editorial board of eminent criminal justice researchers and
practitioners then selected the proposals that displayed exceptional
scholarly merit and contributed to the substantive themes of the volumes.

The result, the Crime and Justice 2000 series, reflects the state of knowl-
edge on a broad spectrum of crime and criminal justice issues. While the
volumes do not comprehensively chronicle all topics vital to criminal
justice in the United States at the year 2000, we hope the essays con-
tained in these four volumes will stimulate thought and discussion
among policymakers, practitioners, and scientists in the coming years
and shape future research endeavors.

Julie E. Samuels
Acting Director
National Institute of Justice
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THE NATURE oF CRIME: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

The Changing Nature
of Crime in America

by Gary LaFree, Robert J. Bursik, Sr, James Short,
and Ralph B. Taylor

bservers of the behavioral sciences have long noted the dominance

of cross-sectional over longitudinal research designs, and have cata-
logued some of the negative consequences of this focus (e.g., Lieberson
1985). Perhaps the most important strength of this volume is that from
the outset, the editors strongly insisted that all contributors had to take a
longitudinal perspective in their individual chapters. Approaching crime
trends from a longitudinal point of view immediately disabuses us of the
idea that criminal behavior and reactions to criminal behavior are fixed,
constant, and unchanging. Criminologist Gwynn Nettler (1984, 2) tells
the story of two people passing on a street in New York City, one with
a pint of whiskey and one with $100 in gold coins. In March 1933, the
person with the alcohol would have been committing a criminal act
because of Prohibition, while the person with the gold coin was law
abiding. But only a year later, the same two people passing on the street
would occupy exactly the opposite positions with regard to the law: The
repeal of Prohibition legalized carrying whiskey in most places, but gold
hoarding was a Federal crime from 1934 to 1974. This volume describes
many similar kinds of changes in crime and reactions to crime over
the past half century. In particular, the contributors have thoughtfully
explored the many ways in which crime and its effects have evolved
along with broader structural and cultural changes in America during
this time period. But the volume is not limited to discussing how crime
has changed in the past. Wherever feasible, the authors have also tried to
project likely crime developments and trends into the 21st century.

Gary LaFree is a Professor in the Department of Criminology and Criminal
Justice at the University of Maryland, College Park. Robert J. Bursik, Sr, is a
Professor in the Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice at the
University of Missouri, St. Louis. James Short is a Professor in the Department of
Sociology at Washington State University. Ralph B. Taylor is a Professor in the
Department of Criminal Justice at Temple University.
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THE CHANGING NATURE OF CRIME IN AMERICA

Attempts to take stock of the American criminal justice system by pulling
together the collective wisdom of a group of experts go back nearly a century
in American history. Two prominent examples include the Chicago Crime
Commission, established in 1919, and the Cleveland Survey of Criminal
Justice, established in 1921. These early efforts to study crime in specific
cities became models for later national efforts, especially the influential
National Commission on Law Observance and Enforcement (the Wickersham
Commission), established by President Herbert Hoover in 1929, and the
National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, established by President
Lyndon Johnson in 1967. In the first part of this introductory chapter, we
briefly consider the work of these prior commissions, how their conclusions
were related to the social contexts in which they were developed, and how
these earlier connections compare with our own efforts to take stock of crime
in the United States at the beginning of a new millennium.

The review of the work of prior crime commissions highlights a major theme
of the volume: There is clear evidence of both change and continuity in crime
and crime control policy over the past half century. During the last few years of
the 20th century, the United States experienced several high-profile and widely
publicized acts of juvenile violence, the longstanding separation between juve-
nile and adult criminal justice processing was steadily eroding, and national
concern about youth violence was evident. In the second part of this introduc-
tory chapter, we use the issue of youth violence as a prime example of both
continuity and change with regard to crime and criminal justice policy. We pro-
vide a historical overview of youth groups, collective behavior, and crime to
illustrate major ways in which crime and our reactions to crime have evolved
during the 20th century.

The dawn of a new century—not to mention a new millennium—naturally
brings to mind not only concerns with the past but also a keen interest in the
future. Of course, prediction remains the most tenuous of social science func-
tions. Nevertheless, in the third part of this introductory chapter, we examine
some of the crime-related issues that are likely to become more prominent in the
years ahead. In particular, we consider likely trends in violent crimes, gun vio-
lence, and urban crime rates; the impacts of increasing numbers of ex-convicts
being reintegrated into society and growing immigration; and the possibility of
crime increases linked to rightwing extremism.

Finally, we conclude this introductory chapter by considering more specifically
the content of the individual papers included in the volume and how the chap-
ters fit together. The preeminent concern in this volume has been to describe
changes in crime. Hence, several chapters examine how crime trends have

CRIMINAL JusTice 2000



THE NATURE OF CRIME: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

developed within the context of ongoing structural
and cultural changes in the United States. In addition,
we have included chapters that emphasize the growth
in the size and complexity of the criminal justice sys-
tem and the increasing importance of the scientific
study of criminology.

Wickersham Commission,
President’'s Commission,
and Beyond

Only the most naive social observers believe that the
current understanding of criminal behavior represents
a definitive culmination of some evolutionary process
that has led the field to a state of intellectual enlight-
enment. Certainly, all criminologists attempt to
design their work so that it avoids the theoretical and
analytic shortcomings of past studies. Nevertheless,
it is important to appreciate the degree to which
research is conducted within political, social, and
historical contexts that not only shape the questions

deemed to be most critical to our understanding of criminal behavior but also
favor particular interpretations of the findings over others. For example, the
biological sciences provided a consequential basis of criminological under-
standing early in the 20th century. However, the relevance of such factors had
been largely discounted by the time of the 1967 President’s Commission on

It is impdrtant to
appreciate the
degree to which
research is conduct-
ed within political,
social, and historical
contexts that not
only shape the ques-
tions deemed to be
most critical to our

" understanding of
criminal behavior
but also favor
particular interpre-
tations of the find-
ings over others.

Law Enforcement and Administration of Justice, and one is hard put to find any
reference to such factors in the Commission’s report The Challenge of Crime in
a Free Society (1967). But less than 30 years later, the interaction between bio-
logical potentiality and the social environment was again considered to be a
critical criminological question. Thus, while it may be tempting to reflect on
certain past orientations in the field with bemused condescension, such retro-
spective arrogance is likely to be a source of amusement in itself to future gen-
erations. With this in mind, the editors thought it would be useful to frame

the current volume within the context of two earlier federally funded projects
that also were mandated to provide representative summaries of contemporary
criminological knowledge: the National Commission on Law Observance and
Enforcement (the Wickersham Commission, whose reports appeared in 1931)
and the 1967 President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and Administration
of Justice.
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THE CHANGING NATURE OF CRIME IN AMERICA

and President’s
Commissions were
impaneled during
times of significant
domestic turmoil

public oplnlon
that thecountry
was becom_lng

gly violent.

Both the Wickmham

Social and political background of
the 1931 and 1967 reports

Both the Wickersham and President’s Commissions
were impaneled during times of significant domestic
turmoil and widespread public opinion that the coun-
try was becoming increasingly violent. Because the
Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) program had just
been initiated in 1930, it is difficult to determine

the nature of national crime trends at the time of

the Wickersham report. However, it is clear that
Prohibition did not have the desirable effects envi-
sioned by President Hoover when he referred to it
as a “noble experiment.” Rather, many large urban
centers had become dangerous battlegrounds as rival
factions of organized crime fought for the control of

bootlegged liquor distribution, often staking their claims to a territory by gang-
related “drive-by shootings” that were similar to those that caused great con-
cern at the end of the 20th century. In addition, it had become increasingly
apparent that these gangs had formed alliances with law enforcement personnel
in some cities, leading to public outcries concerning police corruption. In fact,
three of the reports issued by the Wickersham Commission (nos. 1, 11, and 14)
are devoted at least in part to this problem.

The ethnic composition of the major organized crime groups in the early part of
the 20th century added significantly to the virulence of the anti-immigrant senti-
ments that had been growing in the United States since the latter part of the 19th
century. Highly influential public figures argued that the violent nature of many
American cities was due largely to the activities of non-native groups that were
culturally or inherently criminal. These sentiments were an important considera-
tion in the passage of the Immigration Act of 1921, which capped the number of
people who could migrate into the United States from a particular country at 3
percent of that group’s resident population as of the 1910 census. These restric-
tions were tightened further in the Immigration Act of 1924 (also known as the
National Origins Act or the Johnson-Reed Act), which decreased the quota to 2
percent. Since the members of the Wickersham Commission were appointed
shortly thereafter (1929), it is not surprising that one of the Commission’s vol-
umes (Abbott 1931) explored the immigration and crime issue.

Joseph Gusfield’s (1963) classic analysis of the dynamics that culminated in
the enactment of Prohibition suggests that the concerns that were expressed
about the criminogenic nature of foreign populations reflected a broader set
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of issues than simply crime per se. The transition of the United States from a
primarily agrarian to a primarily industrial society was accompanied by rapid
increases in the population of urban centers. A large part of this growth was
due to the influx of immigrants with cultural heritages (including the social
uses of alcohol) that differed substantially from those that historically had
dominated American life. The increasing prevalence of such lifestyles was con-
sidered by many to be a moral challenge to the inherent righteousness of the
“traditional” American value system. Gusfield argues that the Volstead Act
was, in part, an effort to formally acknowledge the primacy of these traditional
values in the centerpiece of the American political system: the Constitution.

The Roaring Twenties also was a period in which many white, native adults
feared that “innocent” white youths were being seduced by the evils associated
with both immigrant and African-American lifestyles. The two major villains
in this regard were the music and movie industries, which, it was felt, were
undermining traditional morals by glamorizing the sensuous thrills associated
with jazz, dancing, drug and alcohol use, and premarital sex. Thus, at the time
that the Wickersham reports were produced, many thought that the “American
way of life” was in danger. Finally, although the devastating effects of the
stock market crash of 1929 would not be fully appreciated until after the publi-
cation of the Wickersham reports, it was apparent that the post-World War I era
of prosperity had come to an end, and that the country was facing a major eco-
nomic crisis. The potential effects of this crisis on criminal behavior is a theme
found in several of the Wickersham volumes.

Ostensibly, the 1967 President’s Commission was appointed specifically in
response to the dramatic increase in crime that occurred in the 1960s. It might
appear that its report was produced in substantially different historical circum-
stances than were found in 1931. The United States was experiencing an
unprecedented degree of economic prosperity, and the Nationality Act of 1965
had eliminated the immigration quotas that were in effect at the time of the
Wickersham Commission. In addition, although the 1967 report clearly recog-
nized that many longstanding social problems were generated by the structure
of American society itself, it was written at the height of the war on poverty.
Thus, it was optimistic in the sense that it emphasized the design and imple-
mentation of programs to rectify the underlying conditions generating criminal
behavior.

Nevertheless, like the 1931 reports, the 1967 volume was produced at a time
when many American citizens were not optimistic about the future of their
country. For example, although several important pieces of civil rights legisla-
tion had been passed to address inequities in the rights of racial and ethnic
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minorities, the violent urban riots of 1964 and 1965 raised doubts about the
magnitude of the progress that actually had been achieved in this regard. The
Kerner Commission (1968), appointed by President Johnson to determine the
cause of the recent riots, concluded that the country was in the process of
being divided into separate and unequal, white and black societies. Such find-
ings led some civil rights activists to argue that meaningful change could not
be achieved by working within the existing political system. Other important
questions also were being raised about the legitimacy of the U.S. Government
at this time, most notably because of the war in Southeast Asia. Civil rights
and antiwar demonstrations were common, and it was not unusual for them to
escalate into violent confrontations between protesters and police.

The 1960s also were characterized by a great deal of nonpolitical turmoil. As
was the case at the time of the Wickersham Commission, many adults were
troubled by an apparent decline in public morality, especially among the
young. As youths became increasingly involved in the political struggles noted
previously, they also were exploring alternative lifestyles that often involved
drug experimentation, the adoption of non-Western religious beliefs, communal
living arrangements grounded in communist or socialist philosophies, interra-
cial partnerships, extensive sexual activity outside of marriage, and so forth.
Thus, the 1960s encompassed a period of important social and political
changes that struck directly at the heart of middle America’s cherished values.

For many, the crime increases during the 1960s symbolized a country spinning
out of control. In his acceptance speech to the Republican National Convention
in 1964, presidential candidate Barry Goldwater clearly recognized this senti-
ment: “[T]here is violence in our streets, corruption in our highest offices, aim-
lessness among our youth, anxiety among our elders. There is a virtual despair
among the many who look beyond material success for the inner meaning of
their lives” (reprinted in Goldwater 1964). Therefore, it is not surprising that
crime was only one of many social issues on which the 1967 report focused.

The evidence used by the 1931 and 1967 reports

The introductory section of the Wickersham Report on the Causes of Crime
(1931a) presents a pessimistic view of the criminological enterprise: “[I]t would
serve no useful purpose to put forth theses . . . with the certainty that it represents
but one phase of the thought of the time and will not long hold the ground”

(p. vii). Although Henry Anderson, a Commission member, disagreed strongly
with the position, the sentiment is understandable given Morris Ploscowe’s
devastating review of the research literature (no. 13, vol. 1). Although Ploscowe
identified several research programs that he believed were promising, he con-
cluded that nearly all empirical work of that period was characterized by faulty
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study designs, inappropriate statistical models, bad data, poorly formulated
research hypotheses, and/or unwarranted conclusions.

It is hard to disagree with many of the points made by Ploscowe, especially
concerning data quality. UCR was still in the development stage, and national
self-reported studies of offending and victimization were a dream of the future.
As a result, investigators typically were forced to collect quantitative or qualita-
tive data from small, nonrepresentative samples of respondents, or to compile
official records from agencies located, at best, in a handful of municipalities.
Because of these problems, although the material published by the Wickersham
Commission is provocative, the reported findings must be viewed with consid-
erable caution.

A great deal of progress had been made by 1967. Most criminological
researchers were sensitive to the methodological problems that had been
highlighted by Ploscowe and, as a result, research designs had steadily
improved. In addition, the discipline had become increasingly sophisticated
statistically, aided by the growing availability of high-speed computers. These
developments enabled criminologists to test much more complex models of
criminal behavior than had been possible at the time of the Wickersham
Commission.

However, the most important difference between the two periods was the nature
of the data being utilized in criminological research. By 1967, the UCR program
had been fully instituted, evaluated, and restructured, and its statistics were
widely utilized. However, significant criticisms of UCR had also been raised,
especially with regard to its potentially biased characterization of racial and
class differences in criminal behavior. In addition, criminological theories were
beginning to emphasize dynamics that operated at the social-psychological
rather than group level, and it was impossible to conduct studies of individual
propensities with UCR data because they were available only in aggregate forms
(i.e., city, county, Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area, and State rates). For
these reasons, criminologists began to develop alternative forms of data collec-
tion, using surveys to collect information about criminal behavior directly from
people. Although the earliest of these self-reported instruments had numerous
problems (see the review by Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis 1981), this form of
data collection eventually emerged as a highly reliable, alternative source of
crime statistics. This development was especially fortuitous for the purposes of
theory testing, since law enforcement records rarely included information about
the variables that were central to most individual-level theories. In addition, for
the first time, such instruments facilitated the analysis of the processes associat-
ed with criminal victimization.
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THE CHANGING NATURE OF CRIME IN AMERICA

Criminological methodology has continued to increase in its analytic power
since 1967. A wide range of statistical techniques are utilized routinely in con-
temporary work and researchers use personal computers to quickly estimate
complex models that were inconceivable with even the fastest machines of the
1960s. In our opinion, however, the biggest difference between the 1967 and
the current criminological enterprise is in the nature of the available data.

In particular, longitudinal study designs have become increasingly prevalent,
thereby enabling researchers to investigate the dynamics of criminal behavior
to a degree never before possible. Especially important here is the availability
since 1973 of the National Crime Victim Survey. In addition, many datasets
have now been archived and can be downloaded from the Internet in a matter
of minutes, in effect making the entire criminological community vicarious
members of the original project team. This new level of data availability has
enabled criminologists to empirically question or extend already published
findings to a degree never before feasible.

The theoretical explanation of crime

Given the introductory remarks found in Report no. 13 of the Wickersham
Commission, it is understandable that the Commission was hesitant to posit
any specific theory of criminal behavior. Nevertheless, an entire volume of the
series is devoted to a model that Ploscowe considered to be highly promising
because of its integrated emphasis on the social institutions of the family, the
school, the community, and the economy: the social disorganization model of
Shaw and McKay (1931). Subsequent parts of this introduction and several of
the chapters that follow continue to draw heavily from this theoretical tradition.

The 1967 President’s Commission considered a variety of explanations for
criminal behavior, such as the ineffectiveness of community institutions, the
reduction in the market for unskilled labor (and the ensuing discontent), racial
and economic inequality, and the existence of a rebellious and oppositional
youth culture. However, there was no attempt to integrate these factors into a
comprehensive theory of crime and delinquency, although there are numerous
references to the social disorganization model as well as Merton’s (1938) dif-
ferential opportunity theory and the extension of that theory by Cloward and
Ohlin (1960). As such, although it provided a great deal of information about
the correlates of crime and delinquency, the 1967 report made few innovative
theoretical contributions to the field.

Although there have been several recent attempts to develop a “general” theory

of crime (see, for example, Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990; Tittle 1995), contempo-
rary criminology is characterized by a variety of competing conceptual frame-
works. Although none of these dominate the field, most provide provocative,
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complementary insights into the phenomenon of crime and the structures and
dynamics that give rise to such behavior. One of the goals of the editors of this
volume has been for each of the chapters included to provide not only the best
empirical information about the patterns and distributions of the criminological
phenomena in question but also a sense of the major conceptual models that have
been used to make the phenomena meaningful.

In the next section, we consider in greater detail the evolution of one issue
of paramount concern to members of both the Wickersham and President’s
Commissions as well as to policymakers and researchers at the beginning of
the 21st century: youth violence.

Youth Groups, Collective Behavior,
and Crime

Frederic Thrasher’s classic book The Gang: A Study of 1,313 Gangs in Chicago
(1927) was the first attempt to survey the extent of youth gang activity in a
major city, and perhaps the first such attempt in any jurisdiction. It was hailed
as “an advancement in the general-survey and case-study method” and as
“superior to earlier studies of the gang in that its conclusions grow out of con-
crete material” (Young 1931, 525-526). Although we know little about precisely
how Thrasher collected his material, it was a monumental effort involving cen-
sus and court records, personal observation, and personal documents collected
from young male gang members and from persons who had observed gangs in
many contexts, and it took 7 years to complete.

Although Thrasher’s book became a classic, an even more important source of
knowledge about the collective nature of youthful delinquency during this early
period is the work of Clifford R. Shaw and his several collaborators. Shaw did
not write much about youth gangs, but his statistical studies consistently docu-
mented the fact that most boys who were brought before the juvenile court
committed their delinquent acts in the company of others. Lengthy case studies
documented patterns of friendship, the association of younger with older offend-
ers, and the influence of organized crime and other forms of adult criminality
in “delinquency areas” (Shaw et al. 1929; Shaw 1930; Shaw and McKay 1931;
Shaw and Moore 1931; Shaw 1936). The ecological studies located the problem
in space and in the course of urban development over time. They documented
the structural parameters (economic and institutional) within which urban lives
were lived—parameters that shaped the ability of communities to function, to
aid in the socialization of children, and to exercise control over misbehavior.
The life histories convinced Shaw and his colleagues that these conditions and
processes helped to account not only for the distribution of delinquency but for

VoLume 1




THE CHANGING NATURE OF CRIME IN AMERICA

why children become delinquents and why some communities lack the ability
to prevent delinquency.

Much has changed in the nearly three-quarters of a century since these publica-
tions first appeared, including the language used to describe delinquents (by
‘themselves as well as others), which seems arcane by today’s standards—for
example, references to street youths as “urchins.” Foreshadowing “labeling
theory,” Shaw’s (1930, 103) Jack-Roller described how he felt on finding him-
self in a “bare, hard, and drab” reformatory cell:

Before, I had been just a mischievous lad, a poor city waif, a petty thief,

a habitual runaway; but now, as I sat in my cell of stone and iron, dressed
in a gray uniform, with my head shaved, small skull cap, like all the other
hardened criminals around me, some strange feeling came over me. Never
before had I realized that I was a criminal.

Some things remain constant, however. Gangs then, as now, sought to impress
others with their strength and daring:

[R]esidents in the vicinity south of the stock yards were startled one
morning by a number of placards bearing the inscription “The Murderers,
10,000 Strong, 48th and Ada.” In this way attention was attracted to a
gang of thirty Polish boys, who hang out in a district known as the Bush.
(Thrasher 1927, 62-63)

The Murderers apparently were involved in a good deal of criminal activity:
They “broke into box cars” and stole merchandise, ‘“‘cut out wire cables to sell
as junk . . . broke open telephone boxes,” “took autos for joy-riding,” “pur-
loined several quarts of whiskey from a brewery,” attacked blacks, and fought
other gangs. Their primary pastimes, however, “were loafing, smoking, chew-
ing, crap-shooting, card-playing, pool, and bowling.” Thrasher goes on to indi-
cate that the boys “had great fun camping, flipping freights, and pestering the
railroad detectives.” Their reputation “throughout the whole district” was as “a
very tough outfit,” and local storekeepers “were indignant at their rudeness and
thievery, and the neighbors regard them as an awful nuisance” (Thrasher 1927,
62-63). Although clearly dated, the case remains of interest because of the
evident similarity between the Murderers and the “hanging” patterns of gangs
today, intermixed with minor and more serious criminal behavior.

In 1963, midway between the original publication date of Thrasher’s classic work
and the turn of the century, the book was reissued in an abridged edition.' The
editor of the abridgement noted that many social changes had vastly altered

the gang landscape and that gang research, which previously had been largely
descriptive, had changed in response to theoretical proposals and new empirical
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work (Short 1963). The essay focused on assessment,
especially of seminal theories advanced by Cohen
(1955; see also Cohen and Short 1958), Cloward and
Ohlin (1960), and Miller (1958). These competing
explanations for the origin of the delinquent subculture
(Cohen), variations in delinquent subcultures (Cloward
and Ohlin; Cohen and Short), and the role of lower
class culture in producing gang delinquency (Miller)
stimulated a large body of empirical research and
much subsequent theorizing.

By the last decade of the 20th century, however,
events that could hardly have been anticipated by
Thrasher had overtaken both theory and research.
Whereas mid-century theories had outstripped empiri-
cal work and available data concerning gangs, modest
theoretical advances and the large body of empirical
research generated thereafter were overwhelmed

by rapid, and recent, changes. Youth gangs proliferat-
ed rapidly in the United States during the 1980s and
spread to many other countries (Klein 1995; Curry,
Ball, and Decker 1996; Moore and Terrett 1999).
Firearms—more sophisticated and more lethal than
the “zip guns” of an earlier era—also became more
readily available to young people (in the United
States, especially; see Blumstein 1995). Weakened
conventional economic, political, and family institu-
tions lost legitimacy, contributing to rising crime rates
(LaFree 1998a), and the technological revolution in

electronic communication and entertainment media created heretofore unknown

problems of social control.

Change and continuity in juvenile delinquency

Against this background it is possible, nevertheless, to note both changes and
continuities in knowledge concerning the collective forms taken by the delin-

quent and criminal behavior engaged in by the young.

8 Widespread prevalence of youth gangs in the United States. Law enforcement
agencies in all U.S. cities with populations greater than 250,000 report the pres-
ence of gangs in their jurisdictions, as do three-quarters of agencies in cities
with populations greater than 100,000. This figure for suburban counties is
nearly 60 percent, for small cities about 33 percent, and for rural counties about

By the last decade of
the 20th century,
however, events that
could hardly have
been anticipated

by Thrasher had

~ overtaken both
theory and research.
Weakened conven-
tional economic,
political, and family
institutions lost legiti-
macy, contributing to
rising crime rates,
and the technologi-
cal revolution in
electronic communi-
cation and entertain-
ment media created
heretofore unknown
problems of social

~ control.
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25 percent. The latter figures for small cities and rural counties are especially
recent. The average size of gangs, however, varies directly with the size of the
jurisdiction reporting (nearly 75 members per gang in large cities, 30-plus in
cities with populations greater than 100,000, slightly more than 20 in cities
with populations between 10,000 and 100,000, and only about a dozen in still
smaller jurisdictions) (National Youth Gang Center 1998).

8 Change and continuity in the ecology of youth gangs. Although gangs have
spread to areas of the United States where they did not exist previously,
within jurisdictions, gangs continue to be found primarily in inner-city areas
of lower socioeconomic status, as they were early in the 20th century. A
major difference, however, is in the ethnic and racial composition of these
areas and, correspondingly, of gangs. Unlike in Thrasher’s day, U.S. gangs
are now composed predominantly of minority populations, especially
African-American and Hispanic, but with increasing numbers of new Asian
immigrant children and children of immigrant parents (Sanders 1994; Chin
1996). Gangs and other forms of collective youth crime are also found in
other countries with conditions similar to those associated with street gangs
in the United States (Klein [1995] cites several Russian cities, Berlin,

Port Moresby, Brussels, and Mexico City). Cities in which public housing
projects are located outside central cities (e.g., Stockholm and its suburbs,
Zurich, Frankfurt and surrounding cities, Stuttgart, and Melbourne) report a
“commuting to turf” pattern of loosely structured, ethnically mixed group-
ings of young people who converge on central city areas via public trans-
portation to engage in carousing, “smash and grab” hits on stores, rolling
drunks, and robberies.

® Change and continuity in the form of collective youth crime and its etiology.
Prior to the rapid diffusion of youth gangs in the United States—beginning
in about 1965, but escalating after 1985 (Klein 1995)—Ilarge aggregations
of gang “nations” emerged in several large cities such as Chicago and Los
Angeles. The influence of these large gangs extends both to the culture of
gangs in other areas and, through migration of gang members, to gang mem-
bership (that is, gang culture has diffused and many gang members change
their communities of residence). Most local gangs are primarily “home
grown,” however. Many gangs—probably most, though we lack systematic
data—begin as nondelinquent friendship groups, “hanging” groups, or
groups formed around particular nondelinquent activities (sports, singing,
dancing, etc.) (see, e.g., Schwendinger and Schwendinger 1985; Hagedorn
1988; Sullivan 1989; MacLeod 1987; Schwartz 1987; Short 1997). The
primary distinguishing characteristic of all of these gangs is that they are
self-determining with respect to membership criteria and group structure
and behavior, and—most importantly—they are unsupervised by adults.
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Such unsupervised youth groups become violent, and otherwise delinquent,
as a result of one or more of the following processes:

m Escalation of the natural rough-and-tumble punching and wrestling that
occurs among most male groups, and the association of status with fighting
prowess.

® Competition with rival groups, often leading to conflict over status-
enhancing or economically motivated behavior.

® Definitions of groups as gangs by others, and behavior toward them that
pushes a violent identity on the group.

® Group processes that create or reinforce group cohesion based on violent or
other delinquent behavior (these also often involve individual and group status).

Street gangs exhibit a great deal of diversity in behavior, organization, continu-
ity across generations, and their relationships with other gangs and with their
communities. Necessarily, they change as members age and move into adult-
hood. Several investigators, however, report that the age range of many gangs
has expanded as fewer young adult gang members, particularly among gangs
comprising minority youths, find attractive, legitimate jobs. This change has
also been accompanied by an increase in violence, as many gang members
have turned to selling drugs and other illegal activities to support themselves
(and often their families) (see Fagan 1996; Fagan and Wilkinson 1998;
Hagedorn 1998).

These changes blur distinctions between street gangs and a variety of types

of youth collectivities, although it is still useful to distinguish among them.
“Wilding” groups, “skinheads,” and perhaps the mass shootings that have
occurred on school properties, for example, though differing among them-
selves, have in common the fact that they are motivated by hate of “outsiders”
based on racial, ethnic, or other exclusionary criteria (see Cummings 1993).
So, also, do crowds that gather to do violence to community outsiders, usually
members of minority groups (Pinderhughes 1993). Violence and other delin-
quent activities often occur also in “staging” areas in which young people
gather with friends and others to escape adult supervision (Schwartz 1987;
Anderson 1998).

Drug and other “working” gangs are organized primarily around their
revenue-producing activities, such as drug selling, stealing, and fencing
stolen goods—all activities requiring greater organizational skills and struc-
ture than is characteristic of street gangs (Williams 1989; Padilla 1993). Also
unlike street gangs, “bikers,” “punkers,” and sports fanatics or “hooligans”
are organized around specialized interests (Bufford 1991).2
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With the exception of the latter types of groups (most of whose members
appear to be disadvantaged socially, rather than economically), virtually all

of these groups are primarily made up of marginalized youths—by minority
ethnic and/or economic status—with poor prospects for integration in or social
mobility within dominant majority societies. The excessive behavior of bikers
and sports hooligans also appears to be motivated in some measure by resent-
ment of ethnic minorities (Bufford 1991).

Youth culture

All of these groups are heavily influenced by the development and rapid growth
of youth culture during the latter half of the 20th century. Peddled by media
advertising and augmented by macroeconomic and social forces that cater to
youthful fads, appetites, and dollars, youth culture is more powerful and more
widely diffused than ever before. The same macroeconomic and social forces
fail to provide meaningful roles for young people, resulting in a powerful com-
bination of forces that underlie both youth culture and gang culture, including
their excesses of consumption and violence.

More than 20 years ago, James Coleman noted a variety of developments that
together produced youth culture throughout the United States during the 1960s,
perhaps for the first time: large numbers of children born during the “baby
boom” following World War II and the increasing affluence of many young
people (a function of the general level of affluence in the country), thus creat-
ing a youth market with great economic power; extension of the period of
education prior to entering the labor market; increased numbers of women in
the workforce, which further separated mothers from youths in the home and
neighborhood; the increased extent to which adults work “in large organiza-
tions where youth are not present”’; and expansion of the mass media, which
catered increasingly to the youth market (see Coleman et al. 1974, 114-119).
These changes have accelerated throughout the 20th century and are even
more pronounced today, and their influence is more global than ever.

Field researchers document the seductions of media-advertised products among
all classes of young people. Among the less affluent, the effects are especially
pernicious. Thefts and assaults often are associated with the acquisition of these
products. Anderson (1999) describes the “zero-sum quality” that pervades the
“code of the street” in the search for respect among young African-American
men in the ghetto—respect that often is associated with items of clothing such
as shoes and jackets (see also Anderson 1990). Sullivan identifies “mutually
valorizing cultural symbols” (clothing, drugs and alcohol, and other recreation-
al artifacts and activities) that cut across racial and ethnic boundaries and that
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often contribute to theft, invidious comparison, and confrontation (Sullivan
1989, 248-249).

Observers of youth groups everywhere note that status differences within and
between them tend to be highly refined. They are also extremely variable. Criteria
for status within a group, or between one group and another, may be based on
relative economic affluence, skills in valued activities, public appearance, school
performance, or, perhaps most importantly, lifestyle differences. These bases of
stratification typically also become criteria of inclusiveness and exclusiveness
which, in turn, create opportunities for both friendship and rejection.

Adolescence is a period of especially intense identity formation and intense
relationships and shared feelings of friendship, acceptance, and respect.
Conversely, feelings of rejection and disrespect also are especially intense
among adolescents, and often the basis for group and subcultural formation.

Next to families, schools are perhaps the most important contexts for adoles-
cent friendship, achievement, and recognition. Because of this, school contexts
(including the journey to and from schools) are the settings for much adoles-
cent behavior, including delinquent and criminal behavior. On occasion, they
have also been the setting for the most extreme forms of violence (e.g., mass
killings by students or others alienated from their fellows or from mainstream
institutions in general). Although the specific causes of such extreme alienation
are complex, it seems clear that schools have been especially targeted precisely
because of their importance in the lives of adolescents, as symbols of rejection
by both peers and an adult world that seems far removed from adolescent con-
cerns. The ready availability of guns at times transforms normal adolescent
turmoil and conflict into deadly confrontation.

More than ever before in history, young people, targeted for commercial
exploitation and isolated from mainstream adult roles and institutions, confront
economic conditions beyond their control. Economic decline, severe unem-
ployment, and the unavailability of “good jobs” are associated not only with
street gangs but with their transformation into “economic gangs” (including
drug gangs), and with ethnic, racial, and class-related identities and antago-
nisms that lead to other types of collective violence (Hagedorn 1998). These
same forces alter both intergang relationships and relationships between gangs
and their communities. Relationships between adults and young people, shaped
by generational backgrounds and community cultures, “translate” these and
other macrolevel forces at the local community level.

To the extent that law enforcement personnel, media portrayals, and public
opinion all treat gang membership as a “master status” (Miethe and McCorkle
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1997), gangs and gang membership contribute to the deterioration of relation-
ships between economic, racial, and ethnic groupings in the larger society.
Reification and demonization of gangs by media, law enforcement, and the
public, and occasionally by scholars, often contribute to gang problems rather
than to their solutions. It is important to remember that most street gang mem-
bers, at least in the embryonic stages of their involvement in delinquent and
criminal behavior, are still children.

A consideration of youth groups and crime shows at once the changing nature
of crime in the United States, but, at the same time, shows the cyclical nature
of social problems. Throughout the past century, the United States has experi-
enced periodic waves of concern about youth violence and crime. It is impor-
tant to realize that issues such as the current concern with youth violence are

rarely original, but it would be misleading to jump to the conclusion that cur-
rently hot crime issues at one point in time have exactly the same characteris-
tics as those from earlier time periods.

In the next section, we move our introductory comments into the realm of the
future. Based on our review of crime and crime policy in the United States at
the beginning of a new century, we offer some projections and predictions.

Predictions About Crime and the
Criminal Justice System in the
Years Ahead

Views about future roles of crime in American society are noteworthy for their
diversity. One futurologist predicts a society with little crime by the year 2025:

The most-dreaded types of offenses—crimes such as murder, rape, assault,
robbery, burglary, and vehicle theft—will be brought under control in the
years ahead by a combination of technology and proactive community
policing. Creation of the cashless society, for example, will eliminate most
of the rewards for robbers and muggers, while computer-controlled smart
houses and cars will thwart burglars and auto thieves. Implanted bodily
function monitors and chemical drips (such as “sober-up” drugs and syn-
thesized hormones) will keep most of the sexually and physically violent
offenders under control. (Stephens 1995, 29)

By contrast, another futurologist sees a much more crime-ridden society in
2025: “fortified, middle-class enclaves in destroyed cities, the latter swarming
with drug-crazed, poverty-stricken populations, that finally turn on those who
are economically better off” (Butler 1993, 167).
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Numerous scenarios about the future vie for our attention. More important than
the personal question—Which do we find more engaging?—is the scientific
question: What solid predictions can we make about the future? In this section,
we comment briefly on the limitations of our tools for making such projections,
then consider likely developments in several important areas: violent crime,
lethality of violence, spatial patterning of crime, increased numbers of released
offenders, and connections between immigration and rightwing extremist vio-
lence. For each point of concern, we attempt to ground the discussion in what
is currently or has been recently happening. We first comment briefly on some
of the challenges of forecasting and the limits of our forecasting methods.

The challenge and the methods

An old joke tells of an extraordinary weather forecasting program designed to
predict the weather for the entire world for a week. The finest forecasting minds
had contributed to it, and the program took into account every possible factor
influencing precipitation, wind, and temperature. When the data-gathering sta-
tions were online, scientists turned to the fastest supercomputing facilities on the
planet. The program ran flawlessly and generated precise descriptions—which, it
turned out, were accurate—describing the expected weather at numerous points
around the globe during the next 7 days. There was only one small hitch: The
program took 8 days to run.

Trying to predict changes and continuities in crime in the United States over
the next few years, let alone the next few decades, presents a problem even
more difficult in scope than that faced by the weather forecasters described ear-
lier. It is more difficult because crime forecasting is a social science rather than
a natural science; and for social sciences, the “laws” of cause and effect are
more mutable and thus fundamentally different (Winch 1958).> Connections
between the moon and tides are ironclad, whereas those between demographic
age bulges in the population and juvenile delinquency are not.

In addition, two limitations of social science forecasting make accurate predic-
tion especially challenging. Al predictions have a margin of error that, by defi-
nition, increases the further away we are from the last datum gathered. In short,
if a model based on objective indicators is well developed, it is most likely to
provide most useful results in the near term. This is a difficulty that cannot be
overcome; it is built into the nature of forecasting.

Perhaps more surmountable are limitations arising from sudden changes.
In social science, trends that seem to follow a certain pattern overtime—for
example, remaining flat or exhibiting stable ups and downs—nevertheless
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sophisticated tools,

making precise pre-
dictions about the Such rapid changes can be handled by a variety of
future of crime and forecasting models, providing the researcher antici-

justice is likely to
remain a maddening
exercise. that the process or the output will change dramatically

sometimes shift unexpectedly. Consider U.S. impris-

Despite the growing onment rates. They were relatively flat for much of
availability of such this century but then began to increase abruptly in

the 1970s (Blumstein and Moitra 1979; Lyons and
Scheingold in this volume).

pates such dynamics (Swanson and White 1997). But
again, as with the problem of increasing error over
time, there is a built-in difficulty: How are we to know

unless it has already done so?

Increasingly, sophisticated forecasting methods par-
tially mitigate these challenges. Researchers and policymakers have had access
for some time to forecasting methods such as time series analysis (Box and
Jenkins 1970). With such methods, researchers can gauge impacts of policy
interventions such as community corrections programs (Jones 1990) or esti-
mate system caseloads for a component of the system (Flango and Elsner
1983). More recent tools include neural networks based on artificial intelli-
gence (Carpenter and Grossberg 1991). These appear to have considerable
potential for improving forecasts (Adya and Collopy 1998). Such techniques
have been used, for example, to predict shifting crime rates in neighborhoods
(Olligschlaeger 1997). These procedures are useful for forecasting because
highly specific groups with complex attributes can be identified, and predic-
tions can be made specifically for each group.

Researchers and policymakers attempting to predict what happens with a sys-
tem often turn to simulations (Taylor 1994, 343-352), computer programs rep-
resenting real-world processes. For example, the Minnesota criminal justice
system used simulations to predict the impacts of sentencing guidelines on jail
and prison populations (Brent and Anderson 1990). Researchers use simula-
tions when addressing complex social processes that change dynamically over
time, depend on a variety of conditions, and contain a certain amount of ran-
dom variation (Brent and Anderson 1990, 191). Of course, the validity of a
simulation ultimately depends on the validity of the theory, the model, the
assumptions about the correct independent variables, and the program defining
the simulation (Taylor 1994, 349).

Despite the growing availability of such sophisticated tools, making precise pre-
dictions about the future of crime and justice is likely to remain a maddening
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exercise. Changes in amounts and types of crime will continue to depend on
societal, technological, cultural, and international changes; the responses of
the criminal justice system; and trends in public attitudes and sentiments. Such
connections are extremely complex (see Lyons and Scheingold in this volume).
In addition, the increasing imprecision of forecasts couched further in the
future is inescapable.

We consider here some of the biggest changes in crime and the operation of
the criminal justice system at the end of the 20th century and suggest how they
may prove relevant to future trends in several specific areas. In each case, we
highlight not just one variable but rather a cluster of conditions that may influ-
ence one another as well as crime and justice outcomes. We also describe the
ways in which crime is likely to change and the factors likely to influence these
changes.

Violent crime trends

Perhaps one of the questions most on people’s minds in the early part of the
21st century is the likely direction of violent crime rates in the years ahead.
Researchers devoted considerable attention to the dramatic violent crime
increase of the late 1980s and the equally startling decline starting in the early
1990s. Numerous authors have considered possible causes of this crime boom
and bust cycle, and proposed a number of explanations. These include more
guns in the hands of youths (Blumstein and Rosenfeld 1998); educational, judi-
cial, and economic institutional shifts (LaFree 1998b); more handguns among
the citizenry and thus a better protected citizenry (Polsby and Kates 1998);
and policing strategies that both are driven by data and pay attention to minor
crimes (Bratton 1998). Marked disagreements about the causes of these recent
ups and downs in violent crime rates are surpassed in contentiousness by dif-
ferences of opinion as to where those rates are now headed.

One approach to offering predictions distinguishes between long-term trends
and shorter term fluctuations around those trends. One recent analysis by
Donohue (1998) suggests that the past 50 years have witnessed two long-term
homicide trends: increasing rapidly until 1977 and then declining more slowly
since. In the future, he suggests, the trend could be a continued slow decline
in homicide rates, continuing either from the pre-1990s drop rate or the post-
1990s drop rate, or, alternatively, a long-term upward trend beginning in the
near future. He thinks the short-term fluctuation downward seen through the
mid-1990s is unlikely to continue.

Despite the strengths of the forecasting methods mentioned previously, it is
likely to continue to prove extremely difficult to generate accurate, long-term
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forecasts of violent crime trends. Not only does the temporal reach of the pre-
dictions create challenges, but disagreement about the contributing factors, and
about the relative strengths of these various contributions, is far too great.*

Such disagreements surfaced recently in intense debate about youth violence
trends. In response to increasing juvenile homicide rates starting in the mid-
1980s, researchers and policy analysts alike predicted that the country was on
the verge of a wave of serious teen violence (Dilulio 1995; see also Harris,
Welsh, and Butler in this volume). “There are actually two crime trends in
America—one for the young, one for the mature—which are moving in oppo-
site directions” (Fox 1996, 1). According to this view, increases in teen vio-
lence will be driven by increasing numbers of teens in the near future, high
poverty rates among the families of many of these teens, and declining effec-
tiveness of adult supervision of preteens and teens.

But others countered that such predictions were overstated and not empirically
grounded (Zimring 1996). After examining juvenile arrest rates from 1980
onward, Zimring (1998) concluded that there was no single trend for all the
violent crimes; rather, the movement was crime specific, and changes in arrest
rates were trendless over the long term, moving in short up-and-down cycles.
And because juvenile arrest rates fluctuated markedly from one year to

the next, the demographic shifts in the proportion of the teen population, and
its absolute size, probably played only minor roles in shifting teen violence
rates. This last point is directly related to a broader discussion in criminologi-
cal theory about the contribution of age distributions to changing crime or
arrest rates (Lauritsen 1998; Tonry, Ohlin, and Farrington 1991; Harris, Welsh,
and Butler in this volume). Probably the only safe predictions that can be made
about future violent arrest and crime rates, juvenile or otherwise, are that they
are unlikely to return to the low levels witnessed in the 1950s and early 1960s,
and that the declines witnessed in the early 1990s, most dramatically in several
large cities, are unlikely to continue.

Lethality of violence

In 1995, according to the National Crime Victimization Survey, “approximately
1.2 million violent crimes were committed with a firearm” (Wintemute 1998,
1). Many argue that the increased availability of guns has resulted in rising
homicide and injury rates (Vernick and Teret 1993). In contrast, others suggest
that increasing handgun availability among law-abiding citizens has kept vic-
timization rates from going even higher (Kates and Kleck 1997) and has per-
haps even driven down homicide rates (Polsby and Kates 1998).
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What we do know about gun availability is that we have more guns and more
illegal guns than ever before and that these guns are spread among fewer
households. Nationally, over the past 20 years we have seen:

B A decreasing prevalence of households with one or more guns, from about
50 percent down to about 40 percent (Cook and Ludwig 1995).

B An increasing total number of available guns—223 million, including
40 million handguns produced in the United States since 1973 (Zawitz 1995).

® Large numbers of stolen guns (for example, 341,000 from 1987 to 1992),
with many of these presumably used for illegal purposes (Zawitz 1995).

By definition, criminals have access to stolen guns. The number of stolen gun
reports received by the FBI accelerated from about 50,000 per year in the
early 1970s to about 300,000 per year in the early 1990s (Zawitz 1995). Many
arrestees, about a third in one study, report that it would be easy for them to
obtain a gun in less than a week (Decker and Pennell 1995). Numbers of avail-
able guns generally may continue to climb as international gun manufacturers,
finding markets in other countries closed—Scotland recently banned all guns,
for example—export more weapons to the United States (Walsh 1999).

It is extremely difficult to predict how the availability of guns will affect future
crime rates. One recent study of homicide trends in New York City suggests
that gun homicide rates and nongun homicide rates follow different pathways
(Fagan, Zimring, and Kim 1998). Fagan, Zimring, and Kim link the homicide
decline in New York City to a shift in gun homicides; although nongun homi-
cides decreased steadily from 1985 through 1996, gun homicides increased,
peaking in 1991. Similarly divergent patterns were found for gun and nongun
assaults (p. 1289).

Also bearing on gun violence are policy initiatives focused on reducing the
impact of guns. Historically, the impact of gun bans, or extra sentences meted
out for gun crimes, is equivocal. Some appear to have worked, others have not
(Loftin, Heumann, and McDowall 1983). Most recently, it appears that the
passage of the 1994 assault weapons ban spurred increased production of the
banned weapons prior to the deadline but contributed to a significant subsequent
decline in the gun murder rate (Roth and Koper 1999). Future gun violence
rates, therefore, may depend in part on whether laws are passed restricting
gun purchases or requiring additional gun safety features such as trigger locks.
Whether such initiatives will be passed is difficult to gauge given the extreme
political volatility surrounding such issues.
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Some might argue
that large cities
can rebuild, thus
lessening rather
than increasing city-
suburban victimiza-
tion and offending
differences. But

urbanizing and
segregating poor
households that
have actually accel-
erated since 1970,
combined with the
shift of political
power to suburban
locations and the
increasing interna-
tionalization of
trade, such a broad-
based revitalization
of cities seems
unlikely.

given the trends of

How will crime be patterned
spatially?

In addition to questions of level and lethality of crime,
there are questions of crime distribution. One of the
most durable patterns in the ecology of crime has
been strong offense, and now victimization differen-
tials, between urban, suburban, and rural locations
(Boggs 1966, 1971; Harries 1980; Sampson and
Castellano 1982; Weisheit and Donnermeyer in this
volume).

Within cities, better-off neighborhoods will increas-
ingly segregate themselves from surrounding worse-
off neighborhoods through private policing,
restricting access, or both, thus increasing between-
neighborhood crime and victimization differentials.
In suburban locations, gated communities used to be
limited to extremely high-income locales, such as
Ten Hills in California. But the number of gated
communities appears to be increasing nationwide,
especially as developers find that comparable houses
and lots can command higher prices for gated com-
munities. Some nonacademic writers speculate that
all suburbs of the future will be gated “burbclaves”
(Stephenson 1993). Some research suggests that
restricted access communities may indeed be safer
(Atlas and LeBlanc 1994). It seems likely, therefore,
that community-level crime differences within sub-
urbs will also increase in the future.

Moving to a broader level of analysis, increased

crime differences between central cities and suburbs also seem likely as city-
suburban differences in employment opportunities and educational resources
increase. These differences may be further exacerbated if funds for services in
cities decline with waning tax bases and weakening political clout of cities at
the State and Federal levels. In some locales, efforts will be made to move
lower income, city-dwelling jobseekers to suburban jobs using public transit,
but these efforts are likely to be meager in comparison to the need. Far more
typical may be efforts to block transit between lower income urban communi-
ties and higher income suburban locations. A recent case in Buffalo may be

emblematic. After exiting a bus, a teenager was accidentally killed while cross-
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ing a highway on the way to her job in a suburban mall. The attorney repre-
senting her interests found that the bus route, one that serves predominantly
low-income communities in the city, had been denied access to the suburban
mall, resulting, the attorneys claim, in the death of the teen (National Public
Radio 1999b).

Some might argue that large cities can rebuild, thus lessening rather than increas-
ing city-suburban victimization and offending differences. But given the trends of
urbanizing and segregating poor households that have actually accelerated since
1970 (Wacquant and Wilson 1989; Wilson 1987, 1991, 1996), combined with the
shift of political power to suburban locations and the increasing internationaliza-
tion of trade, such a broad-based revitalization of cities seems unlikely.

A broad-based turnaround for large cities would require an unprecedented
level of cooperation between large businesses and urban school systems and
governments (Wilson 1996). Although some cities closely linked to the world
economy may prosper (Sassen 1991), as trade internationalization interacts
with information technology in how it influences and reshapes city-suburban-
regional differentiation (Castells 1991), it seems unlikely that these trends will
result in large numbers of revitalized and low-crime central cities.

On the other side of the argument, two broad sets of changes suggest less
urban-suburban-rural offending and victimization differences. A third set of
changes does not appear to imply either stronger or weaker differentials.

First, in recent decades, suburban crime has risen faster than that in cities
(Alba, Logan, and Bellair 1994, 395; Logan and Messner 1987). This is under-
standable given the lower starting point, making large percentage increases
more easily attainable.

A second factor suggesting weakening differences across types of regions, at
least in terms of offending rates, is vanishing differences in prevalence rates for
usage of some drugs. According to recent reanalyses of Monitoring the Future
national data describing high school seniors (Cronk and Sarvela 1997; see also
Weisheit and Donnermeyer in this volume), rural and urban prevalence rates for
marijuana and cocaine were more similar in the mid-1990s than they were 20
years earlier. “These findings contrast with the popularly held notion that rural
youth are more protected against the use and abuse of drugs by their distance
from the factors supporting drug use in urban environments” (Cronk and Sarvela
1997, 764). As Weisheit and Donnermeyer observe in this volume, parallel
prevalence rates in urban and rural areas, coupled with higher binge drinking
prevalence rates in rural areas, may drive up rural offending rates in the future.
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As most readers
know, adult popula-
tions who are either
incarcerated or
under correctional
supervision increased
sizably during the
last three decades of
the 20th century.
From 1980 to 1997
alone, the total esti-
mated correctional
population increased
from 1.8 million to
5.7 million. Of those
5.7 million, 3.6 mil-
lion were on proba-
tion, 0.5 million
were in jail, almost
1.2 million were in
prison, and about
0.7 million were

on parole.
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A final issue relevant to urban, suburban, and rural
offending and crime victimization differentials is
population redistributions across these three types of
locales. But the nature of the population redistribu-
tion between metropolitan and nonmetropolitan com-
munities in the past 30 years has been complex.
Vivid images of the suburbanization of farmland and
drug-selling city gangs setting up auxiliaries in small
towns to serve the burgeoning teen populations there
are far too simple.

For most of this century until the late 1960s, non-
metropolitan communities were losing population to
metropolitan communities. Starting in the late 1960s
and through much of the 1970s, that changed, with
net inmigration occurring in nonmetropolitan commu-
nities. But in the 1980s, rural areas again began losing
population. Finally, starting in the late 1980s and con-
tinuing through at least the mid-1990s, rural commu-
nities began gaining population once more. The two
periods of rural population gains, the 1970s and the
1990s, were fundamentally different. The first period
of rural gain was fueled both by increasing inmigra-
tion and declining outmigration in nonmetropolitan
communities. The latest turnaround in the 1990s was
fueled largely by declining nonmetropolitan outmigra-
tion as more households there stayed put (Fulton,
Fuguitt, and Gibson 1997). These population shifts
have taken place against continuities in the general
population’s size-of-place preferences (Brown et al.

1997). The net migration gains or losses for nonmetropolitan locations are com-
plex in terms of age, status, income, and race. Generally, lower income, less
educated, nonwhite households appear to contribute less to the net gains and
losses in population than do higher income, more educated, white households.
At this time, all that is clear with regard to metro and nonmetro population

shifts is that there are no clear-cut, longstanding population redistribution trends
that have obvious implications for crime differentials by region.

What are the general implications of all of the aforementioned factors for spa-
tial patterns in crime? If net gains in nonmetropolitan population continue and
have the same composition as seen in the 1990s migration stream, it will mean
increasing numbers of attractive targets for property crime. If household pro-
tection does not similarly increase (Slovic 1978), property victimization rates
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may rise in rural locations. Similarities between urban and rural teen cocaine
and marijuana prevalence rates also may portend more similar offending rates
between rural and urban locations.

But will these increases result in weaker differences in urban, suburban, and
rural offending and victimization rates? Probably not, if we also presume that
central city offending and victimization rates will continue upward as long

as economic conditions and services there continue to deteriorate. So the
differences by region may persist, but at a higher level. Lack of political will,
increasing predominance of lower income populations in cities, continuing
weakness in urban services, tax bases, and employment opportunities, and a
majority of daily commutes with both suburban origins and destinations since
1990 suggest increasing long-term violence rates in cities. Such forces seem
unlikely to be overcome by any as-yet unforeseeable trends, save one: an
extremely severe and prolonged gasoline crisis that dramatically decreases
the affordability of a suburban residence and/or job location.

Increasing numbers of released offenders

As most readers know, adult populations who are either incarcerated or under
correctional supervision increased sizably during the last three decades of the
20th century. From 1980 to 1997 alone, the total estimated correctional popula-
tion increased from 1.8 million to 5.7 million. Of those 5.7 million, 3.6 million
were on probation, 0.5 million were in jail, almost 1.2 million were in prison,
and about 0.7 million were on parole (Maguire and Pastore 1998, table 6.1).

Even though sentences for many violent crimes have lengthened considerably
in response to the implementation of sentencing guidelines, truth-in-sentencing
acts, and shifting public opinion, it seems undeniable that communities from
which these offenders were removed will be flooded in the future with return-
ing, released offenders. Formal and informal institutions, as well as fundamental
household structures in inner-city, especially African-American, communities,
already have been markedly affected by these high removal rates (Sampson
1987). From 1985 to 1995, the increase in the percent of adult African-Americans
under correctional supervision almost doubled from 5.2 percent to 9.3 percent
(Maguire and Pastore 1998, table 6.2). If we focus solely on those in prison or
jail, during the same time period imprisonment rates for African-American
males increased from 3.5 to 6.9 percent (Maguire and Pastore 1998, table 6.22).

Given what we know about formal and informal social control processes, and
collective efficacy, the removal of these adults, and their subsequent return, are
likely to create long-term disturbances in the communities where the removal
and return rates are high (Rose and Clear 1998). Accumulation of social capital,
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socialization of youths, household stability, informal social control on the
street, and political leverage may all be severely compromised. One study
from the early 1980s, looking at offender return rates in a number of Baltimore
neighborhoods, found independent impacts of returning offender prevalence
rates on perceived local informal social control, residents’ confidence about
their neighborhoods’ futures, perceived physical and social disorder in the
community, actual and perceived crime levels, and residents’ fear of crime
(Gottfredson and Taylor 1988). The much higher—as compared with the early
1980s—returning offender rates likely to be experienced by low-income,
predominantly African-American urban communities portend serious social
disruption in these locales. Moreover, problems may be further magnified by
the end of the traditional welfare system in March 1999, especially if reintegra-
tion services, such as employment counseling and placement, transportation,
and substance abuse counseling, are not substantially increased. Clearly, there
is an extraordinary need for assistance to help both individuals and communi-
ties cope with what are likely to be substantial dislocations.

Immigration and rightwing extremism

We have witnessed incidents of violence spurred by racial hatred and extremist
rightwing, antigovernment views, or both, in recent years. The Oklahoma City
bombing of the Federal building in 1995 and the July 4th weekend killing spree
of Benjamin Nathaniel Smith in 1999 are just two examples. These incidents
and the hate groups sponsoring, or at least encouraging, their perpetrators
demonstrate concern among a number of politically conservative white males
about the increasingly multicultural and multicolored composition of American
society. According to Matt Hale, the leader of the church with which Smith was
affiliated, “Society is like a teeter totter. To the extent that people of color gain
position in society, whites lose” (National Public Radio 1999a). The literature
on immigration can help us understand these events by placing them in the con-
text of recent ethnic and racial changes (see Martinez and Lee in this volume).

Immigration scholars agree that the complexion and volume of legal immi-
grants in this country have changed markedly in the past 40 years. They are
in less agreement about the causes and impacts of those shifts.

Immigration during this century has been divided by Massey (1995) into three
periods: 1900-30 (“classic era”); 1930-70 (“long hiatus”); and 1970 to the
present (“new regime”). During the first period, about 80 percent of immigrants
came from Europe. Immigration rates were extremely low during the following
40 years. But when immigration picked up again, starting in the late 1960s, it
was no longer predominantly European. Since 1970, Europeans have made up
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less than one-fifth of the immigrant stream, while those from the Americas, pri-
marily Mexico, made up close to half (44 percent), and Asians made up more
than one-third (35 percent). Volume is up as well; about 700,000 to 900,000
immigrants are currently entering annually on a legal basis, with perhaps up to
400,000 illegal aliens entering each year (Camarota 1998). The percentage of
the foreign-born population has increased from 5 percent to about 8 percent in
1990, and is projected to rise to about 12 to 13 percent of the population by
2050 (Leiterman and Ryan 1999).

Not only are complexion and level different; so too are settlement patterns
(Massey, Gross, and Shibuya 1994). Given the formation of many ethnic com-
munities into effectively self-supporting enclaves (Portes and Manning 1986)
that act as magnets for later waves of immigration, immigration is concentrated
spatially. Six States (California, Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and
Texas) currently account for about three-quarters of the immigrant population
(Camarota 1998).

Immigration policy shifts that have taken place in the past 15 years include two
major pieces of legislation. The 1986 Immigration Reform Control Act (IRCA)
authorized sanctions against employers hiring illegal or undocumented aliens,
“thereby acknowledg[ing] that U.S. demand for unauthorized migrants was an
important cause of illegal migration” (Leiterman and Ryan 1999, 9). But many
illegal workers enter the United States legally; estimates are that 40 to 70 per-
cent of illegal migrant workers enter legally but then overstay their visas. IRCA
also allowed amnesty for some classes of undocumented workers already in

the country. Perhaps the most controversial provision of the second major piece
of legislation during the period, the 1986 Illegal Immigration Reform and
Immigrant Responsibility Act, is that it reduces due process available to legal
and undocumented immigrants by removing judicial review in several types of
cases. It also prohibits applicants from seeking legal entry for a time if they
have been in the country illegally prior to their application. Although the full
range of documented impacts of both of these reforms are contested, scholars
do agree that each piece has had unintended consequences.

Some nonacademic scholars suggest that, as a result of current and future immi-
gration trends, whites in America will soon lose their dominant social position
(Brimelow 1995; Lamm and Imhoff 1985). As a result of these concerns,

“[A]n immigrant backlash appears to be gathering force” (Massey 1995, 631).
Extremist hate crimes probably represent part of that backlash. Citizen militia
activity is more likely in States with more immigration (O’Brien and Haider-
Markel 1998). And it appears that native unskilled laborers may indeed experi-
ence lower wages in labor sectors with higher immigrant concentrations. Studies
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on this question are not entirely consistent and have used differing and some-
times contested methods, but several scholars have concluded that immigrants
create additional social burdens for local authorities and adversely affect wages
of native workers in unskilled occupations (Butcher and Card 1991; Camarota
1998; Center for Immigration Studies 1998; LalLonde and Topel 1991).

What to do about immigration rates is similarly debated. Some argue that
restrictive quotas and harsher treatment of illegal immigrants and their employ-
ers are needed to manage the problem and have proven effective in the past
(Camarota 1998). Others argue that past policies have had only unintended or
adverse consequences, and that the main determinants of the volume and com-
plexion of U.S. immigrants are political, economic, and technological develop-
ments in other countries that conspire to make the American destination
attractive (Donato, Durand, and Massey 1992).

If, as some scholars argue, policy shifts play minor roles in shaping immigra-
tion, and international differences play major roles in driving immigrants to
America’s borders and shores, then the United States probably is looking at a
future of continuous immigration, with arrivals from the Americas predominat-
ing—although Chinese newcomers may eventually outnumber the arrivals from
nearby countries (Massey 1995). Complicating things is the fact that assimila-
tion may be slowed by the reduced availability of manufacturing jobs requiring
only minimal English proficiency.

Recent, current, and anticipated future immigration patterns may help explain
increases in organized, extremist, rightwing violence at the end of the 20th centu-
ry (O’Brien and Haider-Markel 1998). Some researchers suggest a convergence
between “patriot” and militia groups concerned with the right to bear arms and
the perceived overreach of the Federal Government, neo-Nazi and Klan-type
groups preaching white supremacy and race hatred, and some extremely con-
servative “Christian” religious groups (Dees 1996, 18-21). It appears that white
supremacist leaders may have repackaged some of their pro-white messages to
appeal more generally to those concerned about government power and moral
decay in society. The Federal Bureau of Investigation, as part of its Uniform
Crime Reports, currently tracks hate crime incidents and reported almost 8,000
in 1995.

If we assume that the United States is in an ongoing state of immigration, and
that the immigration trends seen since 1970 are continuing, rightwing extremist
violence and hate crime incidents seem likely to continue and perhaps even to
increase. Current and future immigration patterns will continue to deepen con-
cerns among some segments of the white male population that their country is
being taken away from them.
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The evidence available seems to suggest that, to the extent that adverse economic
impacts are created by large immigrant concentrations, those impacts are con-
centrated particularly among less educated, native-born persons (Center for
Immigration Studies 1998). It is exactly among this population segment that
membership in hate groups appears to be spreading. The Southern Poverty Law
Center (1999) suggests that more than 400 hate groups were operating in the
United States as of 1997, and that the number of groups increased 20 percent
from 1996.

Certainly many factors beyond current U.S. immigration patterns are responsi-
ble for decreasing real wages among blue-collar workers in this country in the
past 20 years: internationalization of trade, increasing computerization of the
workforce, exporting of blue-collar jobs, and more. But there is some evidence
that immigration may be worsening the employment plight of native-born per-
sons seeking low-skilled jobs. And such immigration seems likely to continue.
These features represent major sources of concern to rightwing extremist and
militant groups; it seems likely that such groups will continue to find an audi-
ence that condones violence.

In the final section of our introduction, we consider more specifically the
individual chapters that make up this volume.

The Changing Nature of Crime
in America

Because much of our thinking about crime and crime policy is based on
cross-sectional “snapshots,” we often seem to be trapped in what historian
Eric Hobsbawm (1994, 3) has called “the permanent present.” Let us indulge
ourselves for a moment and take a broader, more historical view of the past
half century or so. If we take such a view, what facts about crime and the
criminal justice system are most obvious? First, perhaps the most inescapable
crime fact of the past 50 years is the explosive growth in street crime that
began in the 1960s and extended into the 1970s. This crime boom did not
lose steam until the 1990s, when crime rates fell more steeply than at any
other point in the postwar period. Second, and related to the first point in
complex ways, the size, complexity, and expense of criminal justice bureau-
cracies at all levels of government have increased dramatically since World
War II. And finally, the past half century has also witnessed explosive growth
in the field of criminology. The chapters included in this book address all
three of these important trends.
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The crime boom of the 1960s and 1970s

Of the three changes in crime and criminal justice mentioned previously, the
crime boom that began in the 1960s is arguably the most important because
it preceded and no doubt encouraged the other two developments. The crime
boom is noteworthy in historical terms. Researchers generally agree that at
least among Western nations, violent crime rates have been declining for
much of the past five centuries (Johnson and Monkkonen 1996; Gurr 1981).
There were especially large declines in violent crime rates in most nations in
the 17th and 18th centuries. In line with these long-term trends, the United
States began the post-World War II era with very low crime rates. But this
situation began to change rapidly in the 1960s and 1970s. In the 12 years
from 1959 to 1971 alone, reported street crime rates more than quadrupled
(LaFree 1998a, 20). Thus, beginning about four decades ago, the United
States broke decisively with a centuries-long tradition of declining crime
rates in Western nations.

In sharp contrast to the explosion of crime in the 1960s and 1970s, as this vol-
ume was being prepared, the United States was experiencing the sharpest crime
“bust” in more than half a century (LaFree 1998b). The 1990s witnessed the
greatest recorded percentage drop of the postwar period for the violent street
crimes of murder, rape, robbery, and aggravated
assault, and the property crimes of burglary and
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Urban areas have long been linked to crime in the popular imagination. Graham
Ousey considers the insights and conclusions provided by a half century of
research on crime in cities, metropolitan areas, and regions of the country. He
documents the South’s well-known high homicide rates but also shows that
Southern rates have converged somewhat with other regions in recent years.
Moreover, although the South has dominated homicide statistics, robbery rates
in the Northeast have exceeded other regions during most of the postwar peri-
od, while the West has dominated in burglary rates. Early research on regional
variation in crime focused especially on Southern and non-Southern differences
in homicide, looking especially to culture of violence and economic deprivation
arguments. Ousey concludes that, although culture of violence arguments have
sometimes been supported, support for economic deprivation arguments has
been more consistent.

Ousey shows that regardless of city size, crime rates increased substantially
during the postwar period. While homicide and robbery rates were consistently
highest in the largest cities (population over 500,000), burglary rates have
generally been highest in cities with 250,000 to 500,000 persons. Studies exam-
ining variation in crime across cities and metropolitan areas have emphasized
social stratification and social control explanations. Ousey finds a good deal of
support for social stratification arguments based either on absolute measures of
economic deprivation such as poverty or on more relative measures such as
income inequality. Likewise, Ousey concludes that measures of informal social
control such as family structure and residential stability are consistently linked
to crime. Recent research reviewed by Ousey also shows that neighborhoods
with more effective sources of informal social control, such as stronger social
ties and more effective peer supervision, have lower crime rates.

Although crime may be closely linked to urban areas in the public imagination,
Ralph Weisheit and Joseph Donnermeyer argue convincingly that the crime prob-
lems faced by the 65 million residents of the United States who live in rural areas
should not be ignored by policymakers. They point out that the study of rural
crime has the potential of making important contributions to crime policy, as well
as to criminological theory and research methods. Weisheit and Donnermeyer
argue that economic, demographic, and technological factors interact with geogra-
phy and culture to shape crime in rural America in ways that are often distinctive
from urban and suburban patterns. Perhaps most basically, the physical distance
and isolation of rural areas affects crime and responses to crime in complex ways:
Assaults become murders because of the distance of medical facilities; battered
women have greater difficulty reaching shelters; community-oriented policing
strategies are more complicated to implement. Weisheit and Donnermeyer argue
that compared with urban culture, rural culture is distinguished by its greater
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reliance on informal social control, mistrust of government, and reluctance to
seek assistance from outside the community.

Economic conditions also distinguish rural from urban areas, although the diver-
sity of rural economies makes generalization difficult. Although many rural
areas adjacent to larger metropolitan areas have experienced rapid growth in
economic activity in recent years, many remote rural areas are facing increasing
poverty, unemployment, and underemployment. Technology continues to have
important and diverse impacts on rural communities: in some cases, reducing
the impact of geographical isolation (e.g., cellular telephones, computers); in
others, greatly changing economic productivity (e.g., pesticides, herbicides, and
concentrated fertilizers); and in still others, raising opportunities for new crime
types (e.g., theft of increasingly expensive farm chemicals and agricultural
machinery).

Patterns of crime are also distinct in rural areas. Rural areas are more racially
homogenous than urban areas. In general, rural crime is less common than urban
crime, although there are important exceptions. Weisheit and Donnermeyer show
that during the past 20 years, cities with populations of more than 250,000 have
had violent crime rates that are 5 to 8 times higher than rural counties and prop-
erty crime rates that are 3 to 4 times higher than rural counties. Similarly, rural
areas have generally had lower rates of violent crime victimization than either
cities or suburbs. However, the ratio of rural to urban crime was lower in the late
1990s than at any point in the previous 20 years and the authors show that dif-
ferences between rural and urban areas are smaller yet for illicit drug use,
domestic violence, and crimes involving alcohol abuse.

Of course, discussions about U.S. crime trends that focus on total rates for
urban or rural areas provide little information about the tremendous variation in
crime observed across individual-level characteristics. Two characteristics that
have been consistently correlated with street crime rates both in the United
States and elsewhere are offenders’ age and gender. In addition, connections
between immigration and crime have generated a good deal of public concern
throughout much of the 20th century. To better understand crime trends in post-
war America, we also consider how crime has changed across age and gender
groups, as well as how crime has been related to immigration patterns.

For the past century at least, the most critical age-related issue with regard to
criminal offenders has undoubtedly been the one that legally separates juveniles
from adults. Philip Harris, Wayne Welsh, and Frank Butler examine changes in
how the public and the juvenile justice system have defined and treated juve-
niles charged with crime and delinquency during the 20th century. They identi-
fy four historical periods that are especially important. They argue that the
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Refuge Period (1824-98) marks the beginning of the
scientific study of delinquency and ends with the
establishment of the first American juvenile court in
Chicago in 1899.

According to Harris, Welsh, and Butler, the Juvenile
Court Period (1899-1960) represents the triumph of
positivist criminology, with its emphasis on observ-
able, measurable events, over classical beliefs in the
free will and personal responsibility of the individual.
The early part of this period includes the pioneering
work of Chicago School sociologists like Clifford
Shaw and Henry McKay and ends with influential
classics such as Cohen’s Delinquent Boys and Cloward
and Ohlin’s Delinquency and Opportunity. The hall-
mark of this period is the belief that science can
direct policymakers to understand, control, and
prevent juvenile delinquency.

Harris, Welsh, and Butler argue that the Juvenile
Rights Period (1961-80) represents the high water
mark for the view that criminogenic environments
rather than defective individuals account for most
delinquency. Labeling perspectives, supporting a poli-
cy emphasis on prevention, diversion, and deinstitu-
tionalization rather than punishment, are emblematic
of the period. Contrary to the previous period, in

which active efforts at rehabilitation were judged to be the best way to
approach juvenile delinquency, during the Juvenile Rights Period, there was
considerable support for the idea not only that the juvenile justice system did
not reduce juvenile delinquency but that the stigmatization and decline in self-
esteem brought on by official processing could actually increase the chances of

further delinquency.

The authors argue that starting in 1981, juvenile justice in America has entered a
fourth period that they characterize as the Crime Control Period. They argue that
this period has marked a major return to classical principles that hold juveniles
more strictly accountable for the choices they make and emphasizes deterrence

and incapacitation over prevention and rehabilitation.

Harris, Welsh, and Butler point out that throughout its history, the juvenile justice
system has been based on two often contradictory goals: to address the special
needs and vulnerabilities of youths and to protect society from the delinquency
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of youths and proto-criminals. The authors note that, regardless of the specific
focus of the juvenile justice system over the past century, the system has
consistently processed marginalized youths—mostly immigrants’ offspring
in the early part of the 20th century and increasingly children of color toward
the end of the 20th century.

One of the most persistent findings in criminology research in the United
States and elsewhere is that men commit more crime than women. Given
the landmark changes in the economic, political, and social status of women
since World War II, many researchers have predicted a gradual convergence
between crime rates for women and men. Thus far, researchers have not
agreed either on the amount of actual convergence in women’s and men’s
crime rates or about an explanation for any convergence observed. Karen
Heimer argues that there has indeed been a sizable increase in street crime
rates of women compared with men during the last four decades of the 20th
century, and that the best explanation for this increase is the economic mar-
ginalization of women. Heimer shows that women’s share of arrests for
seven different property crimes (larceny, forgery, embezzlement, burglary,
motor vehicle theft, stolen property, and arson) and three violent crimes
(robbery, aggravated assault, and other assault) all showed substantial
increases from 1960 to the present. The only crime for which women
showed a declining rate vis-a-vis men during this period was murder. Many
of the increases in female-to-male crime were substantial. Heimer concludes
that these increases occurred because of a decline in male crime rates cou-
pled with increases, or smaller declines, in female crime rates.

After reviewing major theoretical explanations for the female-to-male crime ratio,
Heimer argues that there is greatest support for an economic marginalization argu-
ment. This argument proposes that the increased financial hardship faced by
women relative to men in recent decades is a root cause of the narrowing of the
gender gap in crime. Heimer shows that the argument is generally consistent with
trends in key economic measures during the past four decades. In particular, the
proportion of total households that are female-headed, the percentage of poor per-
sons residing in female-headed households, and the rates of female unemployment
all trend upward along with the female crime ratio. Heimer also offers suggestions
for extending and refining the economic marginalization argument.

As discussed earlier in this introduction, there have been two major waves of
immigration to the United States during the past century. The first began at

the turn of the 20th century, slowed in the 1920s, and consisted mainly of
Europeans. The second began in the mid-1960s, peaked in the early 1990s, and
consisted mainly of Afro-Caribbeans, Asians, and Latin Americans. The chapter
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by Ramiro Martinez, Jr., and Matthew Lee demonstrates that in both cases, the
American public has reacted to immigration waves by assuming that immi-
grants have disproportionately contributed to rising crime rates. These attitudes
have been especially important during the recent immigration wave because
some of the years in which immigration has been greatest have coincided with
the crime boom of the 1960s and 1970s.

Martinez and Lee review three major theoretical explanations for a linkage
between immigration and crime: opportunity structure, cultural approaches, and
social disorganization. In fact, the authors note that all three of these theoretical
explanations would lead us to expect that compared with native-born Americans,
immigrants would be more frequently involved in crime. For example, immi-
grants face acculturation and assimilation problems that most natives do not, and
immigrants more often settle in neighborhoods whose structural characteristics
(e.g., poverty, ethnic heterogeneity) may be favorable for crime. But Martinez
and Lee show that despite these expectations, the research literature, both from
the wave of immigration at the beginning of the century and at its end, generally
show that immigrants are typically underrepresented in crime statistics. The
authors point out that societies might in fact profit from efforts to learn why
immigrant groups generally have lower crime rates than the structural character-
istics of the communities they live in might predict.

The growth in size, scope, and complexity of
criminal justice bureaucracies

One of the enduring ways in which the crime boom of the 1960s and 1970s
affected American society was by greatly increasing the size, scope, and com-
plexity of the bureaucracies in America dedicated to controlling crime. The
change is perhaps the most unprecedented at the national level. Because the
United States began as a loose federation of local governments, criminal justice
issues were historically viewed as State and local issues. But starting in the
1960s, law and order increasingly have become national political issues (LaFree
1998a, 2). Every presidential election campaign since the early 1960s has
prominently featured crime and law-and-order issues. Both Congress and the
President now routinely discuss crime policy and bring forward new crime-
related spending initiatives and laws. The Violent Crime Control and Law
Enforcement Act of 1994 was one recent example. The Federal Government
now supports huge national bureaucracies aimed at crime control. But expan-
sion of the size and scope of the criminal justice system also has been dramatic
at the State and local levels. Total per capita spending on the police by Federal,
State, and local governments increased more than sevenfold in constant dollars
since 1950. Increases in per capita correctional costs were even greater—more
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than a 15-fold increase in constant dollars since 1950 (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1996, 1; U.S. Bureau of the Census 1985, 26-28). The impact of these
changes as we enter the new century is likely to be considerable.

Three chapters of this volume consider the changing size and scope of the
crime control bureaucracy in the United States from three perspectives. First,
William Lyons and Stuart Scheingold discuss the changing politics of crime
and punishment and the impact of these political processes on corrections in
the postwar period. Second, Helene Raskin White and D.M. Gorman examine
the link between drug abuse and crime—an area in which expansion of law
enforcement activities during the past 40 years has been especially consequen-
tial. And finally, Maureen Brown explores the incredible growth in the com-
plexity of criminal justice systems by examining how information technology
has penetrated criminal justice processing since World War 1.

Lyons and Scheingold begin their chapter with the provocative premise that
crime control policy is politically constructed. A key implication of this
premise is that policy is driven more by politics than criminological research
or even demonstrable policy effects. In particular, they take aim at the political
processes that have resulted in the unprecedented growth in the scope and
severity of punishment in the United States, especially since the 1970s. They
argue that empirical support for direct causal links between crime rates and
criminal justice policies such as zero-tolerance policing, increasing sentence
lengths, and the return of capital punishment is at best inconclusive. They are
especially critical of justifications for the unprecedented growth in prison popu-
lations in the United States. They argue that even if claims about the impact of
harsher punishment on crime are partially true, any benefits must be weighed
against the costs of punitive policies. The authors claim that the punitive poli-
cies that have held sway in the United States for at least the past 30 years have
been especially destructive—exacerbating racial cleavages and shattering the
social organization of the communities from which the majority of prison
inmates are drawn. They argue that criminal justice policy based mostly on
punishment is ultimately destructive because it diverts attention, energy, and
resources away from strategic responses grounded in prevention.

In no area of law enforcement are changes in the scope and size of the criminal
justice system over the past several decades more obvious than in law enforce-
ment aimed at drug abuse. Moreover, the increasing importance of Federal law
enforcement in crime control is especially clear with regard to drug policy. The
implicit, and often untested, assumption behind the policy push to get tougher
on drug use during the last several decades of the 20th century has been the
presumed link between drug abuse and other types of crime. In a comprehen-
sive review, White and Gorman examine the research connecting drugs to crime
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over the past half century. They expose inconsistencies and defects in past
attempts to specify connections between drug use and crime. Using national
and city-level datasets, they show that connections between drugs and crime
vary by city and that no uniform association exists between any specific type
of drug use and any specific type of crime.

After reviewing trends in drug use and crime, White and Gorman present evi-
dence of three main ways in which drugs and crime may be connected: Drug
use causes crime, crime leads to drug use, or some type of common cause exists
between the two behaviors. Their review indicates that none of these three mod-
els fits all types of drug use and crime. Rather, the drug-using/crime-committing
population is heterogeneous; multiple paths may lead to either drug use or
crime. Following their review, the authors consider policy options and promis-
ing new research directions.

In a paper that is considerably more positive about the role of the criminal jus-
tice system in crime control, Maureen Brown reviews the rapidly expanding
impact of information technology (IT) on criminal justice bureaucracies during
the past half century.

Although IT has undoubtedly had revolutionary effects on many aspects of
American life, both its current and its potential impacts on criminal justice are
arguably even more far reaching. Brown provides an intriguing history of some
of the major milestones passed by criminal justice bureaucracies as they have
adopted to evolving IT capacities. Different segments of the criminal justice
system have moved ahead at different rates, with courts generally leading the
way and corrections lagging farther behind.

Brown also traces changes in computer-related crime, considering some of
the problems it has posed for law enforcement officials and policymakers. As
recently as the 1970s, there were virtually no specific laws against computer
crime at any level of government. Instead, the few computer crimes that were
prosecuted were processed under existing statutes such as embezzlement or
theft. By contrast, by the end of the 20th century, 49 of 50 States plus the
Federal Government had enacted at least some legislation specific to computer
crime, with more specific regulation likely to follow. Moreover, as computers
become ever more closely linked to economic, political, and social systems
throughout the world, there is growing recognition that the regulation of com-
puter crime is a global issue.

Brown also considers the evolving implications of criminal justice adoption of
IT for individual civil liberties, especially the right to privacy. America’s con-
cerns about individual privacy have deep historical roots and are grounded in
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guarantees set forth in the American Constitution. As the IT revolution gathers
steam, it raises increasingly thorny problems relating to the balance between
individual rights and law enforcement effectiveness. IT provides criminal justice
bureaucracies with an unprecedented ability to investigate, persecute, and con-
trol the citizenry. At the same time, IT provides potential lawbreakers with new
tools to avoid detection and prosecution. Brown provides a brief glimpse at how
some of these issues have evolved along with the growing criminal justice
dependence on IT.

Brown concludes that despite the tremendous advances from IT applications in
criminal justice processing, major challenges remain. In terms of adapting to
IT, the various components of the criminal justice system have to develop more
effective methods of information sharing, they must face the ongoing problem
of supporting the IT changes already implemented, and they must continue to
mediate the boundary between individual privacy and the growing demand for
public access. In terms of law enforcement, the explosion of IT has forced
criminal justice agencies to face the challenges posed by investigating and
prosecuting crime types that not only are expanding exponentially but also are
increasingly rendering meaningless the traditional concept of local, regional,
and even national jurisdiction.

The explosive growth of criminology

A final area of extraordinary change related to crime in the United States has
been in the explosive growth of criminology as a field of study and a science over
the past several decades. Membership in the American Society of Criminology—
now the largest criminology association in the world—increased from just 7
when it was founded in 1941 (Morris 1975) to nearly 3,000 in 1998 (Zahn 1999,
1). At the close of the 20th century, there were 18 freestanding Ph.D. programs in
criminology, as well as dozens of programs operating as separate schools or as
specialty areas within sociology and other departments. More graduates and
undergraduates now pursue courses and degrees in criminology than in most
other social science disciplines, and criminology has become one of the fastest
growing college majors in the United States. This growth in criminology has
been accompanied by a corresponding explosion in criminology-related research.

In the lead article of this book, Charles Tittle makes a herculean effort to
review the most important theoretical developments in 20th-century criminolo-
gy. Tittle begins by dividing the field into four categories: theories of individual
differences in offending, theories of variation in offending through the life
cycle, theories of diversity of crime rates among social entities, and theories of
differences among social situations in criminal outcomes. Tittle divides the sec-
tion on individual differences in offending into six major themes: (1) personal
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defects, (2) learning, (3) strain or deprivation, (4) identity, (5) rational choice,
and (6) control/integration. Throughout the chapter, Tittle shows how theories
have evolved over time and points out connections, integrative trends, and
cross fertilizations among theoretical strands. Tittle concludes that criminologi-
cal theorists have made great strides, particularly in the past two decades, and
as a result are now able to outline broadly the causes of crime. However, he
concludes that much work remains to be done, particularly in terms of moving
beyond large-scale, aggregate generalizations to more precise explanations and
predictions. Tittle sees as promising a growing belief among criminologists in
the importance of theory and theory development, greater integration in theory
building, and research directly informed by theoretical concerns.

In this volume, we find ourselves somewhat precariously balanced between the
“Scylla” of accurately capturing the past and the “Charybdis” of reliably pre-
dicting the future. Both present great challenges. Playwright Harold Pinter cap-
tured the precariousness of describing the past when he referred to it as “what
you remember, imagine you remember, convince yourself you remember, or
pretend to remember” (in Bowden 1998, 56). But author and philosopher Mark
Twain is no more optimistic about our ability to predict the future: “[P]rophesy
is a good line of business, but it is full of risks” (in Granger 1980, 211). We
have prepared this volume in the early part of the 21st century both to provide
a record of where crime in America has been over the past half century and to
offer a few glimpses into where it is going. After reviewing earlier attempts to
characterize the nature of crime in America, we approach this undertaking with
great humility.

Notes
1. The abridgement appeared just after Thrasher’s death (Dodson 1962).

2. For an excellent discussion of these types of collectivities, see Klein (1995, ch. 2).

3. There is a realm of subjective forecasting in which those involved in an organization,
profession, or problem make short-term forecasts about what will happen in the next
week, month, quarter, or year, for example. Such subjective forecasts may prove useful
when those making the forecast are closely involved with the issue under consideration
and the forecast is for a discrete unit, such as a corporation. For the types of issues
under consideration here, however, forecasts based on available data are preferable.

4. Some historians of violence (e.g., Lane 1997) suggest that the long-term decline in
violence accompanying industrialization since the mid-1800s may have reversed after the
mid-1900s in response to increasing deindustrialization.
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THE NATURE ofF CRIME: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

Theoretical
Developments in
Criminology

by Charles R. Tittle

Twentieth-century theoretical developments in four categories are
reviewed: theories of individual differences in offending, theories of
variation in offending through the lifecycle, theories of diversity of
crime rates among social entities, and theories of differences among
social situations in criminal outcomes. The essay notes temporal
changes and shows integrative trends and cross-fertilization. It con-
cludes that criminological theorists have made large strides, particu-
larly in the past two decades, and as a result are now able to broadly
outline the causes of crime-relevant phenomena. However, much work
remains, particularly in more effectively articulating theories for pre-
cise explanations and predictions. Favorable trends suggesting con-

tinued improvement are identified.

Charles R. Tittle is Professor of Sociology at Washington State University.
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THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENTS IN CRIMINOLOGY

One reason for studying crime-relevant phenomena is to answer questions
of “why?” and “how?” about them. Providing those answers is the job of
theory. This essay traces theoretical developments in this century, particularly
the last few decades. Two points are emphasized: First, theories have become
increasingly sophisticated, mainly by merging insights from preexisting formu-
lations; second, still more development is needed. Four categories, demarcated
by the main phenomena the theories are trying to explain, are discussed:

® Differences in criminal behavior among individuals.
®m Differences in crime at different times in the lifecycle.

B Differences in crime rates among societies, cities, communities,
neighborhoods, or other sociopolitical units.

B Differences among social situations in criminal outcomes.

Some theories explain two or more categories simultaneously, but they are dis-
cussed within the categories reflecting their main focuses. Theories explaining
how and why some acts are illegal, why there is differential enforcement of
law, why there are differences in offending between males and females, and
theories about numerous other phenomena are not discussed. Although such
theories are important, this review is necessarily selective, not only in the cate-
gories addressed but also in the specific theories noted within each category. It
would be impractical to try to describe all the theories in criminology. I review
the main efforts to explain variations in crime-relevant phenomena, taking for
granted the definitions of crime in any given society.

Any intellectual account can be regarded as a theory. However, efforts range
from simple one-statement principles focused on specific events or phenomena
to elaborate, intricately interwoven explanatory systems applying to wide
ranges of different phenomena. Furthermore, the adequacy of theories can be
evaluated in many ways. Some regard a good theory as one that can be mathe-
matically expressed; others think of good theories as those that provoke chal-
lenge and criticism. Some evaluate theories by the number of predictions that
can be made from them; others believe that identification of an important vari-
able or demarcation of some aspects of things to be explained represents good
theory. And still others assess theories according to principles of “integration.”
How one evaluates theories influences whether the theoretical enterprise is
judged as more or less adequate. Since the criteria are somewhat arbitrary,
there are great disagreements about which theories are the best or the most
important. This essay only notes temporal changes, shows integrative trends,
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and suggests that further improvements could be
accomplished by incorporating more elements from
competing theories.

Theories To Explain
Differences in Offending
Among Individuals

The most intense theoretical efforts have focused on
individual variations. Those theories can be classified
by their dominant themes, although few theories can
be regarded as completely limited to the theme they
emphasize. The various themes appear to reflect pre-
vailing modes of thought in academe and the larger
society at the time the theories featuring them were
first enunciated. Yet articulations have evolved
beyond the intellectual contexts out of which the
themes emerged, and some theories within each of
the themes now incorporate elements from other
themes.

The themes of individual-level theories

Six major themes in theories of individual differences in criminal behavior
have emerged:

B Personal defects.
B [earning.

B Strain/deprivation.
B [dentity.

® Rational choice.

® Control/integration.

Each promotes a fundamental idea, or causal process, that is plausible and
empirically viable, at least given the limited bounds within which it has been
tested. And each of the themes has shown steady evolution and improvement.
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Personal defects

The earliest theme was dominant until the late 1930s. Beginning with
Lombroso (1878), but also encompassing psychoanalysis (for example,
Abrahamsen 1944; Aichhorn [1925] 1968) and other psychological arguments
(for example, Eysenck and Gudjonsson 1989; Wilson and Herrnstein 1985),
criminal behavior has been attributed to personal defects—either physical or
psychic. Deficiencies have been traced to genetic inheritance (for example,
Mednick and Kandel 1988; Raine 1993), to such damaging influences as pre-
mature birth or environmental poisoning (for example, Kandel and Mednick
1991; Moffitt 1990), and to life experiences that distort psychic or social devel-
opment (Kendall-Tackett, Williams, and Finkelhor 1993; Smith and Thornberry
1995; Widom 1989; but see Zingraff et al. 1993).

Although this theme has faded in prominence, it has remained alive, particular-
ly among psychologists, and recently has regained some of its earlier influence.
Most criminologists now recognize that personal defects are important, though
most assume that deficiencies, rather than being primary causes, interact in
some way with influences identified in other explanatory themes (Cullen et al.
1997). Articulations, however, have not yet incorporated the full range of such
interactions. Scholars have isolated one or another deficit that sometimes
comes into play for some offenses or some offenders (for example, Caspi et al.
1994; Moffitt, Lynam, and Silva 1994). Yet there is no coherent synthesis of
forces underlying such factors.

Modern theories featuring personal defects usually contend that pathology
alone is not enough to produce crime, and they attempt to spell out how per-
sonal defects come about and get translated into criminal outcomes, often
incorporating insights from a variety of other themes. These features can be
seen most clearly in Moffitt’s (1993) two-path theory.

The theory identifies two causal paths to misbehavior. One characterizes the
“lifecourse persistent” offender, who is already antisocial at an early age and
continues so throughout life. The second is exemplified by the “adolescence
limited” offender, who does not start offending until mid- or late adolescence,
and typically stops in early adulthood. Careers of the two types of offenders,
therefore, differ greatly.

Moffitt proposes distinct, but linked, explanations for each pattern. The various
neuropsychological deficits of the persistent offender, many present at birth,
hamper development. These children are so difficult to manage that their
parents are frequently unable to cope. A behaviorally difficult child with an
overwhelmed or deficient parent often ends up poorly socialized (Nagin and
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Paternoster 1994, Simons et al. 1998). With inadequate skills and weak self-
control, the child has additional difficulty in school. Hence, those with early
behavior problems fail to acquire personal and social capital that might help
them adjust conventionally later in life. As a result, problem children, who
make up a relatively small proportion of any birth cohort, grow into rebellious
teenagers, eventually becoming deviant, antisocial adults.

The much more prevalent adolescence-limited offenders usually exhibit few
early conduct problems, and so are effectively socialized. When these generally
“normal” youths enter adolescence, however, they begin to suffer a maturity
gap because the adult roles they wish to occupy are inconsistent with their ado-
lescent status. At the same time, they come into greater contact with, and are
inspired to imitate, the lifecourse-persistent offenders. The maturity gap and
consequent desire to act adultlike motivates the adolescence-limited offender
to mimic the misbehavior of lifecourse-persistent offenders who are behaving
rebelliously.

Since persistent offenders are already illegitimately enjoying the rewards of
maturity, such as recreational drugs, sex, and autonomy, they “assume social
influence over youths who admire and emulate them during adolescence”
(Moffitt 1993, 687). Consequently, a majority of youths try deviance (some-
times involving crime) that allows them symbolically to claim maturity.
Eventually, the experimenters realize that the costs of adolescent deviance can
be high, and they also begin to acquire adult statuses that legitimately provide
the rewards of maturity acquired only illegitimately while they were adoles-
cents. For most of them, misbehavior then ceases.

As a culmination of personal defect theorizing, Moffitt’s formulation goes
much further than most previous efforts. She ties personal defects to other
processes, drawing on notions about learning and social control as well as on
cultural patterns of age change. Her theory does not, however, pull in as many
potential causal factors as it might. The theory could probably be made even
more effective by incorporating causal processes from theories of strain and
identity, for example, and it might explain how the processes she identifies are
conditioned by community and situational circumstances.

Learning

Explaining crime as a product of learning emerged to counter simplistic state-
ments about personal defects that dominated thinking in the early part of this

century. Since then, numerous thinkers (for example, Akers 1985; Conger and
Simons 1997) have accounted for criminal behavior as an expression of inter-
nalized criminogenic values, attitudes, skills, and normative standards. Some
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The reinforcement
values of different
acts and reactions
may depend on con-
cepts of equity and
justice as well as on
the actual distribu-
tion of rewards and
costs within a given
social environment.

theorize that learning results from conditioning, or
reinforcement, and others see it stemming from repe-
titious instruction or from imitation, often of cultural
elements to which an individual is more or less
exclusively exposed. There are also notions about
what, among the things people might learn, is most
relevant to criminal behavior. Some focus heavily on
criminogenic messages, particularly observation of
criminal behavior (Sutherland 1924; Wilson and
Herrnstein 1985); others emphasize cultural standards
that predispose people to act criminally under specif-
ic conditions (for example, Miller 1958; Anderson

1999; Luckenbill and Doyle 1989); a few identify lin-
guistic or other mechanisms that come into play to

help produce criminal outcomes under various condi-
tions (Sykes and Matza 1957; Matza 1964); and still others emphasize the
extent to which personal traits that predispose one to crime, such as weak
self-control or aggressiveness, are learned (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990).
Furthermore, some learning arguments give priority to everyday interpersonal,
family, neighborhood, or school influences (Akers 1985; Anderson 1999;
Andrews and Bonta 1994; Bandura 1977; Conger and Simons 1997); others
emphasize subcultural contexts (Miller 1958; Wolfgang and Ferracuti 1967);
and a few focus on large-scale cultural milieux (Gastil 1971; Hagan et al. 1998;
Matza and Sykes 1964). Finally, arguments differ in their attention to conditions,
such as opportunity and social expectations, that might activate behaviors consis-
tent with learned traits.

No single learning formulation pulls together the various strands noted above.

In fact, most theories based on learning principles focus mainly on how learning
occurs, neglecting the conditions that provide inputs to the learning process as
well as those that activate learned responses. Despite this, there has probably been
more continuity in the learning theme than any other theme. This continuity has
unfolded mainly around a central causal process of reinforcement/conditioning.

Several lines of theory—utilitarian/deterrence, behavioral psychological
accounts, rational choice, and social learning—share the basic premise that
people are always striving to maximize benefits and rewards, while minimizing
costs or problems. In learning theories, however, when an action produces more
reward than cost, it is repeated and is thereby said to have been reinforced.
Through repetition and continuous reinforcement, patterns of behaviors become
fixed and predictable. And sometimes when reinforcements are paired with ver-
bal or other kinds of stimuli, certain attitudes, skills, and values are also learned
so that they then activate the behaviors connected with them. Such theories
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suggest that to explain and predict criminal behavior, one has only to under-
stand the pattern and extent of reinforcement to which a person has been
exposed. But understanding reinforcement histories requires knowing the
things that gratify or cause pain for an individual in various contexts.

Various scholars have added to this general formulation. Sutherland (1924) did
not use principles of reinforcement, but Burgess and Akers (1966) showed that
his scheme could be expressed that way. Glaser (1978, 126), tried to show why
various things have reinforcement value, concluding that “anticipations” about
criminal behavior are determined by some combination of a person’s social
bonds, differential learning, and perceived opportunities. Still later, Akers
(1985) brought modeling and vicarious reinforcement (see Bandura 1969,

1977) into the criminal learning scheme. Wilson and Herrnstein (1985) noted
that learning may be linked to genetically determined factors or to biological
processes. They contend that personality traits, such as impulsivity, cause some
people to discount potential negative consequences. Moreover, the reinforcement
values of different acts and reactions may depend on concepts of equity and
justice as well as on the actual distribution of rewards and costs within a given
social environment. Finally, they recognize that a reinforcer may be powerful or
weak, depending on how many other reinforcers are at work.

Still more conditions were added by Pearson and Weiner (1985), who identified
elements in the deviance process and showed how each element connected with
reinforcement/conditioning. In addition, they theorized that social structure deter-
mines the production and distribution of many of the components incorporated in
the reinforcement/learning scheme. Since individual factors influence how struc-
tural variables are interpreted, Pearson and Weiner depict actual behavior as a
complicated interaction between individual and structural conditions playing on
various elements in the deviance process. Yet, they do not articulate how these
elements mesh to produce specific outcomes under particular conditions.

Conger and Simons (1997) recently used the “matching principle” to show
how learning can account for time spent in various contexts and how counter-
reinforcement can overcome negative inputs, all in response to different contin-
gencies associated with different stages in the lifecycle.

The general plausibility of the conditioning/reinforcement argument has been
empirically established (including Akers 1985; Bandura 1969), and it stands

as a clear example of development. It spells out how learning occurs, and it
links external conditions, some structural and some situational, to internal out-
comes—which, in turn, are reflected in behavioral responses. Developments
have been exceptionally integrative because reinforcement can stem from many
sources, and the theory potentially explains all criminal (and other) behavior by
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channeling causal forces through the learning filter. Despite this, theorists have
not incorporated as many additional elements as they could. Personal defects
that might inhibit learning are conspicuously scarce, as are notions about strain
and social control, which may sometimes enhance learning and sometimes
inhibit it, and about community disorganization, which could produce ineffec-
tive teaching. Moreover, learning theory now consists of a plethora of segments
emphasized by different scholars. Fitting all of the pieces together into a full,
coherent statement remains to be done.

The integrative trend of learning theories is reflected in adoption of their princi-
ples by theorists not directly concerned with learning. Whether encompassed

in the reinforcement formulation or not, learning has found its way into most
attempts to build theory. For example, even Merton’s (1938, 1957) anomie for-
mulation, which emphasizes strain stemming from societal-level disjunctures
between culturally encouraged goals and available means to achieve those
goals, presupposes that people learn cultural expectations for success and that
their specific adaptations to discrepancies between goals and means are, to
some extent, influenced by what they have learned.

Strain/deprivation

The strain/deprivation theme is very old (Bonger 1916), but it attained particular
prominence during the 1940s and 1950s and has recently gained renewed vigor
with reformulation and expansion (Adler and Laufer 1995; Agnew 1992, 1999;
Messner and Rosenfeld 1997). Applied to individuals, it concerns the effect of
troublesome, depriving, or straining events or circumstances. When problems
such as social failure, loss of positively valued things, abuse, or extreme poverty
(Agnew 1992, 1999; Merton 1938, 1957) fall on individuals, theoretically they
seek relief or boil with rage (for example, Baron and Hartnagel 1997; Bernard
1990). Criminal behavior is one vehicle for relieving such distress or for venting
the emotion associated with it.

Theorists have identified conditions that potentially produce strain for various
people, as well as the most important contexts for strain production, and they have
explained when and why strain or deprivation leads to crime. Focuses include
strain and emotional deprivation in interpersonal relations (Broidy and Agnew
1997; Matsueda and Heimer 1997); stress produced by cultural and social expec-
tations (Greenberg 1981a, 1981b; Merton 1938, 1957); strain from failure or loss
(Agnew 1992); strain stemming from control and regulation (Brehm and Brehm
1981; Tittle 1995); and strain from material, social, or psychological deprivation
(Bernard 1990; Kovandic, Vieraitis, and Yeisley 1998). Furthermore, some see
immediate contexts as primary (Cohen 1955), while others focus on larger milieux
(Merton 1938, 1957); Messner and Rosenfeld [1994] 1997; Short forthcoming).

CRIMINAL JusTicE 2000



THE NATURE oF CRIME: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

Theorists have not made it clear whether strain predisposes one to criminal
behavior that must be brought forth by peculiar activators or whether it directly
generates illegal conduct. Moreover, strain hypotheses have mixed empirical
support (see Agnew 1997; Clinard 1964; Fowles and Merva 1996). An associa-
tion between some kinds of deprivation and crime appears to be well estab-
lished (Hagan 1997; Short 1997), however, and partly because of that, this
theme has been especially popular among activists. Critical, radical, feminist,
and humanistic thinkers have identified many conditions that are regarded as
unjust, depriving, and productive of criminal behavior. They include capitalism,
unequal distributions of wealth, absolute poverty, patriarchy, hierarchies of
power, racism, sexism, parental neglect or abuse, unemployment, and absence
of love. Theories, however, have not fully shown how, why, and under what
conditions those depriving conditions cause or contribute to crime.

The most complete and best articulated strain/deprivation theory is that formu-
lated by Agnew (1992, 1997, 1999). He expands previous thinking, first by
identifying numerous sources of strain. In addition to the structural inconsisten-
cies discussed by Merton (1938, 1957), strain-generating conditions include
negative relations with others. These negative relations may arise when one
person has blocked another person’s goals, has endangered things that are val-
ued, or is responsible for stimuli that are noxious to the individual. Strain can
also result from unpleasant physical conditions, personal or environmental.

All of these different kinds of strain can stimulate negative emotions, such as
anger, depression, or anxiety, that then must be managed in either conventional
or deviant ways.

Agnew’s account assumes that strained individuals want to alleviate the strain
or transcend the emotions it causes. Criminal behavior may do that, but it is not
the only option. Of three ways to cope—cognitive, emotional, and behavioral—
only the last one involves the possibility of crime. In cognitive coping, the per-
son mentally adjusts to reinterpret the straining inputs. In emotional coping, the
person relieves the discomfort stemming from the strain or the feelings it pro-
duces. In behavioral coping, one actually tries to get rid of the straining ele-
ment or tries to adapt to it. Almost everybody, most of the time, copes with
strain or negative emotion by noncriminal means. Under some conditions,
however, coping takes the form of criminal behavior.

General strain theory attempts to identify the conditions that can lead from
strain to crime. One such category involves aspects of the strain itself: its mag-
nitude, how recently it began, how long it has lasted, and the extent to which
different straining stimuli converge. But the theory also emphasizes accumula-
tion of unresolved strains, as well as the relative balance of positive and nega-
tive factors in one’s life.
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Conditions affecting the kind of coping employed by a strained person help
determine criminal or noncriminal outcomes. Styles of coping reflect personali-
ty, learning history, and other characteristics of individuals, as well as the kind
of social support available. The specific form that coping takes in particular cir-
cumstances depends partly on how constrained or costly deviant coping is and
partly on the cultural or social encouragements for deviant coping, particularly
from peers.

Because so many things can affect strain, the theory has been extraordinarily
integrative. Moreover, the strain theme is woven into many theories not directly
focused on strain, though it is less pervasive than the learning theme. For exam-
ple, theories about personal defects often suggest that individual deficiencies
come into play mainly under stressful circumstances (Raine 1993). Labeling
arguments portray crises of self as stimuli for identity change (Gove 1980;
Payne 1973). And even learning theories—especially subcultural ones (Cohen
1955; Miller 1958)—often see behavioral responses, which eventually come

to be shared and passed on to those in similar circumstances, as reactions to
strain. Since strain theories overlap with other theories, it is reasonable to
imagine that all would benefit from explicit integration.

Identity

A fourth motif in explaining individual differences in crime concerns forma-
tion, maintenance, and change in personal identities. Though rooted in symbol-
ic interactionism, which emerged much earlier, this theme was particularly
prominent in the 1960s and 1970s, mainly because of the popularity of “label-
ing” (see Gove 1980). That theory actually consists of two parts, one concern-
ing rule enforcement and the other concerning reactions to having been the
object of social control efforts. Perhaps labeling theory is best known for
suggesting that deviance is problematic and negotiable and for its contention,
shared with conflict theory, that those lacking power and resources are more
likely to be officially processed and stigmatized. Nevertheless, it stimulated
much thinking about the consequences for individuals of having been legally
processed, and one of those consequences bears on identities. Later, as
unfavorable responses accumulated (for example, Gibbs 1966; Wellford 1975),
labeling theory declined in influence, along with the identity theme in general.
Nevertheless, interest in a self-deviance linkage continues (Jang and Thornberry
1998; Matsueda 1992; Paternoster and Iovanni 1989), and although labeling is
still the best known version of the identity theme, modern formulations of that
theme are more intricate and sophisticated (Matsueda 1992).
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All such theories explain criminal behavior as a conse-
quence of the search for meaningful self-concepts.
Crime sometimes reflects poor self-esteem, and some-
times it is a maneuver to overcome negative self-
attitudes (for example, Kaplan 1975, 1980; Rosenberg
and Rosenberg 1978). In addition, criminal behavior
has been interpreted as a way to claim and sustain a
prestigious identity (Katz 1988), or as an adaptation to
a stigmatized identity (Becker 1963; Lofland 1969).
Yet, the self is portrayed as dependent on reactions and
appraisals from others, and workable self-concepts

are said to be crucial for psychological well-being.
Therefore, developing and sustaining self-concepts

are key motivators of behavior, including crime.

Recent articulations represent the culmination of a long trend toward improve-
ment of theories emphasizing identity (Heimer and Matsueda 1994; Kaplan
1995; Matsueda and Heimer 1997). The various elements of the identity theme
are probably most completely brought together in Kaplan’s (1980, 1995)
description of self-derogation. According to his account, humans are compelled
to maximize positive self-attitudes and avoid negative ones. The theory outlines
the main influences on the direction and magnitude of personal evaluations as
well as the prior conditions that affect them. When these influences produce
negative self-evaluations, people’s commitment to the normative system in
which they are embedded weakens, and they become motivated to violate its
norms. Criminal urges, therefore, come from a combination of absence, or
weakening, of desire to conform to the norms of an aversive social context and
of openness to possibilities that might improve the person’s self-esteem.

Some misbehavior—like interpersonal contentiousness, which is not necessari-
ly criminal—permits a self-derogating individual to elude people and circum-
stances that could reinforce any negative self-feelings (avoidance). Criminal
acts such as violence, vandalism, or theft represent direct attacks on the sources
of negative inputs and permit the self-derogator to express contempt for, and
rejection of, the networks of norms that helped produce bad self-feelings.
Finally, some forms of delinquency, such as gang fighting or drug dealing,
reflect involvement with those whose norms contradict the ones that helped
produce the person’s negative self-attitudes, and those delinquent behaviors
stem from efforts to find alternative networks with a greater likelihood of pro-
viding self-enhancing feedback. Some network substitutions involve new con-
texts that are inherently criminal, such as revolutionary groups, while others
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produce criminal behavior indirectly, as the individual tries out various methods
for pleasing the substitute group.

Theories of self contend that crime is useful to the perpetrator, not because
of the direct products of crime, but because it potentially enhances self-
esteem or confirms self-concepts. However, when a person tries to improve
self-images through crime, such attempts may not work at all or may back-
fire. If specific criminal acts bring about the desired effects, an individual
will probably continue them. If, on the other hand, specific misdeeds fail to
solve the person’s problems, other misbehavior is likely to follow.

Kaplan notes that whether misbehavior helps solve problems of self-attitude
depends on a number of conditions, including the severity and certainty of
punishment (which can exacerbate the situation), the nature of the criminal
act itself (some criminal acts may make one lose still more self-esteem and
may change how others react), and various characteristics of the person
(such as accurate perception and moral considerations).

The self theme has strong intuitive appeal to many criminologists. Moreover,

it enjoys some empirical support even though there is contrary evidence (for
example, Jang and Thornberry 1998; Kaplan 1978; Heimer and Matsueda
1994; Rosenberg, Schooler, and Schoenbach 1989; Wells and Rankin 1983).

In its fullest articulation, self-theory can potentially explain almost any kind of
crime, delinquency, or deviance. In addition, although the theories emphasize
deviant motivation, they accommodate a number of causal forces. Nevertheless,
a number of central issues remain that could be addressed if self theories were
more accommodating of other theoretical processes, such as general strain,
learning, and social control. Why and how the search for identity turns toward
self-definitions that result in criminal behavior is still not clear, the situational
forces that activate deviant behaviors remain incompletely developed, and the
convergence of self-phenomena with other variables, such as fear of sanction,
deviant opportunities, or moral feelings, could be specified more completely by
borrowing from other theories.

Rational choice

A fifth major theme in accounting for individual differences is as old as crimi-
nology (Beccaria [1764] 1963, Bentham [1780] 1948). The rational choice
idea—that people weigh potential benefits against possible costs and decide
rationally whether to commit crimes—was in disrepute among criminologists
for the better part of this century. But beginning with a surge in the late 1960s
and early 1970s (Andenaes 1974; Becker 1968; Chambliss 1967; Zimring and
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Hawkins 1973), theorizing about rational decisions and criminal behavior has
continued at a consistent pace (for example, Cornish and Clarke 1986; Geerken
and Gove 1975; Grasmick and Bursik 1990; Stafford and Warr 1993). In addi-
tion, the basic notion of cost-benefit assessment has been incorporated into
many accounts centering on the other themes discussed in this essay. For exam-
ple, Kaplan’s (1980) self-derogation theory specifies that the chances of being
caught and punished affect whether crime is a viable option for those seeking
to improve their self-esteem, and Agnew’s (1992) general strain scheme identi-
fies legal jeopardy as one contingency that affects the direction that solutions to
the problem of strain take.

Despite much theorizing, the ubiquity of rational choice ideas, and a lot of
empirical work (with mixed results) (including Bailey 1998; Foglia 1997,
Weisburd and Chayet 1995), this theme has not yet spawned a definitive
summary theory. It is presently expressed as a loose collection of principles
expanding on three basic propositions sometimes referred to as the “deterrence
doctrine” (Gibbs 1975). That doctrine assumes that people strive to maximize
their pleasure (benefits, rewards) and minimize their pain (costs, disadvan-
tages), so the probability of criminal behavior varies with the extent to which
its benefits exceed the costs. In simple form, the scheme portrays humans like
automatons with calculators in their heads. They constantly assess the costs and
benefits of various potential actions, choosing those that register the greatest
excess benefit and avoiding those that show more cost than benefit.

Traditionally, three contingencies for this process were identified: certainty (the
probability of cost or reward), severity (the magnitude of potential cost), and
celerity (the swiftness with which costs will accrue). Since most scholars have
concentrated on cost, assuming the potential benefit to be a constant from per-
son to person and situation to situation, “vulgar” deterrent thinking sees crime
as an additive function of the certainty, severity, and celerity of punishment.
Contemporary accounts, however, portray the process less cleanly (for exam-
ple, Johnson and Payne 1986; Lattimore and Witte 1986; Tallman and Gray
1990), identifying four broad categories of variables that intrude into the basic
rational choice process and influence evaluation and response to negative
consequences:

® Characteristics of potential outcomes.
B Variations in psychic organization of individuals.
B Individual attributes.

B Situational variations.
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The most obvious influences have to do with the nature of bad consequences.
In addition to certainty, severity, and celerity—which some now think must be
considered interactively rather than additively—outcome characteristics are
presumably affected mainly or exclusively by subjective, rather than objective,
evaluation. Furthermore, the source of the bad consequences is crucial—
whether from people about whom a potential offender cares or from formal,
impersonal authorities. Finally, consequences have different effects, according
to the sequences and types of consequences. Rewards or costs, for example,
may have cumulative effects or may lose effectiveness due to saturation.

Psychic organization concerns differences in what individuals interpret as rewards
or costs, as well as variations in perceptual abilities and modes of information pro-
cessing. Some experience as rewarding those reactions that are intended to be pun-
ishing, and people differ in how accurately they perceive the likelihood of various
consequences. Furthermore, people may make irrational choices because of faulty
information, because they lack the ability to manipulate probabilities correctly, or
because they overvalue recent or personally poignant inputs (Cherniak 1986;
Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982; but see Koehler 1996).

Contemporary thinkers also note that the likelihood of rational choosing varies
by individual attributes, such as personality, moral commitments, and various
demographic traits (Grasmick and Bursik 1990; Tittle 1980; Zimring and
Hawkins 1973). Impulsivity, risk taking, and intelligence all affect the process,
and theoretically there are differences in moral feelings that make some things
more costly and less rewarding. In addition, individuals differ in their emotion-
al commitments to certain behaviors (Chambliss 1967). There are also reasons
to expect gender differences in assessment of costs and benefits, as well as
variations by age, with youths perhaps being less sensitive to cost and more
sensitive to reward. Finally, these theories point toward disparity in deterrence
among cultural groupings around race, ethnicity, region, religion, and marital or
family status. In general, those with more social responsibilities presumably
anticipate more potential cost from criminal behavior, while the deprived pre-
sumably fear costs less and appreciate the potential rewards more.

Situational contingencies—such as the type of crime, shared perceptions, oppor-
tunity, the influence of role models and audiences, and social bonding—are theo-
rized to affect the decisionmaking process. Some behavior, like addictive drug
use, appears so compelling that rational thought fades into the background.
Sometimes, groups mutually stimulate shared misperceptions, either of the
rewards to be gained from illegal conduct or of its potential costs. At other
times, group processes transform would-be costs into injustices that provoke
defiance. Sometimes, people follow role models without personally assessing
costs and benefits, and when people are tightly bonded to peers, the desire to
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please them, to demonstrate courage, or to protect prestige (Short 1963) may
divert rationality. Other situational or process variables sometimes come into
play (Birkbeck and LaFree 1993; Luckenbill 1977; Strodtbeck and Short 1964).
Thus, spur-of-the-moment behaviors are common, responses to provocative
“victim precipitation” are well established, and interaction sequences seem to
have a logic of their own, which does not necessarily correspond with conven-
tional concepts of rationality.

Overall, then, utilitarian/deterrence theory is composed of a unitary organizing
principle—balancing of cost and benefit—and a large number of contingencies
that may come into play. Unfortunately, this collection of insights has not yet
been integrated into a coherent synthetic general theory that shows how and why
they all fit together. When that integration is attempted, no doubt many of the
other theories in criminology will be helpful. For instance, strain may affect
whether people think rationally or not, and theorizing about identities may help
account for apparently irrational decisionmaking.

Control/integration

The final theme to explain individual criminal conduct concerns the inhibiting
effect of social and psychological integration with others whose potential nega-
tive response, surveillance, and expectations regulate or constrain criminal
impulses. This theme was first enunciated by Durkheim ([1893] 1933), [1895]]
1951) and, as we will see later, has been prominent in theories about communi-
ty, city, and societal differences in crime rates. It has also been a major focus for
theories explaining why some individuals are more prone to crime than others.
Perhaps more than any other theme, this one has maintained a steady influence
in criminology. Its popularity may stem from the extraordinarily clear presenta-
tion of its theoretical rationale by Hirschi (1969), whose work has epitomized
social control theorizing for nearly three decades.

Hirschi captured the arguments of a number of theorists when he specified that
those with strong bonds to conventional social groups or institutions will be
less likely to violate the law because they have less freedom to do so (Horwitz
1990). According to his synthesis, freedom stems from four sources:

B Absence of concern about other people and what they think or might do in
response to deviant behavior (for example, Felson 1986; Freudenburg 1986;
Reiss 1951).

B Not sharing moral beliefs with others (Braithwaite 1989; Hirschi 1969;
Nye 1958).
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® Limited investment of time and energy in trying to obtain conventional goals
that would be jeopardized by misbehavior (Toby 1957).

® Not being involved in conventional activities that take up time and energy
(Hirschi 1969; Reiss 1951; Toby 1957).

Though Hirschi did not call attention to it, people may also be freed to offend
by situational circumstances that prevent misbehavior from being seen or that
make it unlikely offenders will be recognized by anybody who might do some-
thing about it (Simmel [1903] 1971; Wirth [1938] 1969).

Control theories usually ignore the motivation, or strength of motivation, for
criminal behavior, assuming that everybody is at least sufficiently inclined
toward crime that it need not be treated as a variable. Some see differing
degrees of motivation as an important contingency, but they often do not speci-
fy how strong the motivation must be in the face of different degrees of con-
straint in order for crime to occur. Clearly, this is one aspect of the theory that
would benefit from some incorporation of causal arguments from other theories
about criminal motivation. In addition, many theories with this theme focus
exclusively on the central process of control, neglecting contingencies that
might come into play.

There is enough empirical support for the overarching notion to lend it plausi-
bility (Kempf 1993), and modern formulations do more than state general
principles of control. Braithwaite (1989), for example, theorizes about combi-
nations of conditions affecting social control, and he integrates a wide range of
causal forces. His theory features informal control, which is made possible by
social integration, and it explains the variation in rates of crime from one social
unit to another as well as differences in crime among individuals. Here we are

| . concerned with explaining differences among individuals, which are attributed

to variations in integration (interdependency). Personal integration enhances the
chances that individuals will be deterred from crime because they anticipate
emotionally painful shaming.

A key process underlying both interdependency and deterrence is gossip.
Gossip theoretically crystallizes norms, especially those that might not come
into play very often in the individual’s personal experiences, and it enunciates
the potential consequences for violators. Participating in gossip, therefore,
simultaneously strengthens commitment to the norms, reinforces conscience,
and generates awareness that social disapproval will follow misbehavior.
Although potential shame is portrayed as the chief mechanism deterring initial
criminal conduct, its effect on those who go ahead and break the law is contin-
gent on whether they are afforded opportunities for later redemption. Shaming
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coupled with potential for reunification with the group is “reintegrative”; that
accompanied by permanent stigma is “disintegrative.” Reintegrative shaming
discourages recidivism by reinforcing social bonds, and it deflects the appeal of
criminal subcultures. Stigmatizing shame, on the other hand, encourages crimi-
nal subcultures and high rates of recidivism.

The theory specifies a large number of influences on interdependency, reactions
to crime, and exposure to criminal subcultures, and it suggests how various
combinations of those conditions affect the probabilities of individual criminal
behavior. In addition, it draws on anomie theory to explain why criminal sub-
cultures are likely in societies where legitimate opportunities are systematically
blocked for segments of the population. Thus, this formulation brings in origi-
nal insights about gossip and shaming, and it synthesizes the causal effects of
several themes already discussed.

Theories To Explain Lifecycle Changes

Although the bulk of theoretical work has focused on differences among indi-
viduals, criminologists have recently begun to focus on criminal propensity as
it varies throughout the lifespan (for example, Blumstein et al. 1986; Laub and
Sampson 1993; Loeber and Le Blanc 1990; Thornberry 1997b; Sampson and
Laub 1993). Developmental issues have always been of concern to some crimi-
nologists, but it was not until the mid-1980s, with the publication of Hirschi
and Gottfredson’s (1983) paper on age and crime and the Blumstein et al.
(1986) volume on criminal careers that lifecycle changes and continuities
attracted widespread attention. Hirschi and Gottfredson asserted that there is
an invariant pattern of criminal liability by age that varies little from person to
person, while Blumstein and his associates argued that there are marked indi-
vidual differences in offending rates that do not necessarily follow the typical
aggregate age-crime curve. Blumstein et al. and others (Blumstein, Cohen, and
Farrington 1988; Loeber and Le Blanc 1990) identified a number of parameters
about lifecourse offending—such as age of onset, rates of offending for differ-
ent time periods, and lengths of criminal careers—but neither they nor Hirschi
and Gottfredson offered explanations. In fact, Hirschi and Gottfredson claimed
that explanation was both unnecessary and impossible.

Some attempts were made to use explanatory principles from theories about
individual differences to explain lifecourse patterns. Despite recognition of
an aggregate age-crime relationship resembling an inverted J-curve, the main
generalizations were that individual misbehavior tends to be continuous from
childhood to adulthood and that illegal behavior and social responses to it
have reciprocal effects (for example, Sampson and Laub 1992; Tittle 1988;
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Thornberry 1997a). Soon, however, more systematic attempts to explain devel-
opmental issues emerged.

Two-path theory

The most innovative approach to age-crime relationships and lifecourse pat-
terns (Moffitt 1993) was described earlier. Recall that Moffitt’s two-path theory
contends that, as a result of neuropsychological deficits, some people have a
more or less constant pattern of misbehayior throughout life. Others go through
limited periods where they have high probabilities of offending, primarily in
the teen years. Offending for this second group stems partly from structural dis-
advantage. Adolescents begin to desire the autonomy of adulthood but are pre-
vented, by the nature of modern society, from realizing it legitimately. At that
point, they are presumably influenced by the lifelong deviants who are already
autonomous. Later, the adolescence-limited offenders gain autonomy legiti-
mately and realize that the costs of misbehavior are too great. Thus, this theory
combines insights about personal problems evident in early childhood with
ideas about the status anxiety of teenagers (Greenberg 1981a; Sebald 1992) to
provide explanations for two lifecourse patterns.

The two-path theory enjoys some research support (Moffitt 1997), though the
crucial hypothesis of imitation has not been established. However, it does not
explain other lifecourse patterns, such as youths without neuropsychological
deficits who deviate from the typical paths that most adolescents take, or neu-
ropsychologically deficited individuals who nevertheless settle into patterns
of conventionality. To do that, the theory will probably have to incorporate
additional causal elements.

Age-graded theory

A fuller account of lifecourse variation has been provided by Sampson and
Laub (1993, 1997), who bring to the discussion of developmental issues ideas
about informal social control. This theory emphasizes that career patterns of
offending stem mainly from the nature and quality of an individual’s social
bonds as they intersect with, and help create, turning points in the lifecourse.
For Laub and Sampson (1993), the lifecourse is a probabilistic set of linkages.
Like Moffitt, they argue that people differ in initial human and social capital,
which can influence patterns of development up to and through adulthood.
However, changes toward or away from criminal behavior can also occur when
role transitions and new environments lead to social investment or divestment
or to the acquisition or loss of social capital in institutional relationships.

CRIMINAL JusTicE 2000



THE NATURE oF CRIME: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

For example, someone with a history of offending may nevertheless become con-
ventional due to a good marriage that binds the individual into networks of obli-
gation and caring (not just marriage per se) or as a result of stable, meaningful
employment. By contrast, those who have histories of conventionality may offend
in response to events and circumstances that undermine previously restraining
social bonds. Such conditions might include long periods of separation from
home and family or prolonged periods of unemployment. Continuities and
changes over the lifecourse result from episodic intersections of social and cultur-
al capital with luck and chance. Also important are confluences of objective cir-
cumstances and subjective interpretations of what those circumstances mean, as
well as macrolevel distributions of opportunities, both criminal and conventional,
that may vary historically and by race and class.

This formulation is sufficiently broad to accommodate Moffitt’s argument as
well as previous ideas relevant to lifecourse variations. In fact, its authors have
shown how it plays on numerous ideas current in criminology. Despite this
broad sweep, age-graded theory does not explicitly integrate all of the variables
necessary to specify relevant interacting conditions.

Other theories

Other attempts to identify causes of lifecourse transitions or stabilities have
also appeared in recent years, and now most major theorists of individual dif-
ferences try to show how the explanatory processes of their specific theories
can be applied to lifecourse variations (Thornberry 1997b). For example, par-
enting has been identified as a crucial linkage (Simons et al. 1998) and, follow-
ing the lead of Laub and Sampson, different theorists have shown how, in
different ways, gaining and losing social or cultural capital might be a key link
between various developmental stages and transitions (Matsueda and Heimer
1997; Nagin and Paternoster 1994; Sampson and Laub 1997). Most of those
expanded formulations also synthesize parts of different theories of individual
variations. In that same spirit, Le Blanc (1997) has identified a wide range of
variables that interlink at various levels and in various ways to affect individual
differences and lifecourse variations.

Though some disagree (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1986, 1990), recent trends
suggest that theories of criminal behavior now must do more than explain dif-
ferences among individuals. They must also explain why offending is more or
less likely at different times in life, as well as how those patterns differ among
individuals and in various social contexts. Such efforts will no doubt require
further applications of the principles now embodied in theories of individual
differences in offending, additional cross-fertilization among existing theories,
and perhaps some innovative ideas concerning the lifecourse itself.
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Theories To Explain Variations
in Rates of Crime

A third prominent line of theorizing in criminology tries to explain why crime
rates vary from society to society or among such social units as cities or com-
munities. These theories can be broadly divided into three categories:

® Those that focus exclusively on macrolevel phenomena and processes
(exclusive).

® Those that apply at the macro level but have individual-level analogs (mixed).

® Those that simply reify individual-level explanatory principles for applica-
tion to aggregates (reified).

Exclusive macrolevel themes

Social disorganization/integration

Although most of the earliest criminologists (Beccaria [1764] 1963; Bentham
[1780] 1948; Lombroso 1876, 1878-96) tried to explain why individuals com-
mit crime (Rafter 1992), criminology in the United States is rooted in the study
of urban settlements and communities. Scholars at the University of Chicago in
the early part of this century were interested in why cities have higher crime
rates than smaller places and why some neighborhoods and communities within
cities persistently have higher rates of crime and delinquency than others.
Building on previous work by Durkheim ([1893] 1933), Toennies ([1887]
1957), and Simmel ([1903] 1971), as well as on work by human ecologists
(Hawley 1984), they (Wirth [1938] 1969; Shaw and McKay 1969) formulated
a basic theory emphasizing collective levels of social control.

Cities were said to have more crime (and other “pathology”) than smaller sized
places because large numbers, heterogeneity, and rapid population movement
and turnover made it difficult for people to establish close relationships that
could restrain misconduct. Crime rates of communities and neighborhoods
within cities were also theorized to reflect within-city variations in heterogene-
ity and population turnover, but economic deterioration was substituted for
large population size as a primary structural variable affecting intercommunity
processes. According to the general theory, cities and deteriorated, unstable
communities not only experience elevated levels of crime because of weak
ability to regulate behavior, but they also contain unconventional role models
(mainly because weak organization prevents efforts to keep them out) that stim-
ulate criminal motivation. Thus, disorganized, noncohesive ecological units end
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up with large numbers of their residents being
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Consequently, the theory of social disorganization declined in influence.
However, beginning in the 1980s and continuing to the present, the neighbor-
hood version of the theory has attracted much attention, and a number of schol-
ars have expanded and refined the original notion. Among those refinements are
better specifications of the meaning of social organization/disorganization and
the mechanisms by which it produces social control and regulation. Important
contributions (Greenberg, Rohe, and Williams 1982, 1985) have been made in
elaborating the importance of mutual surveillance, cultural understandings of
neighborhood movement, and direct confrontations of suspicious behavior.
Sampson (1987) extended to the intercommunity focus one element of the
intercity version of social disorganization—the emphasis on interactions

with strangers—contending that they not only make interpersonal bonds more
tenuous, but also reduce the chances of intercession in instances of crime.

Building from Freudenburg (1986), Sampson and Groves (1989) also specified
the importance of friendship networks and an individual’s long-term communi-
ty ties, and Sampson (1986a, 1986b) more explicitly brought in family func-
tioning and linkages with formal social control. Bursik and Grasmick (1993)
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noted the importance of membership and participation in voluntary associa-
tions, as well as the formal capacity of communities to elicit attention and
resources from larger, more powerful external entities, such as the city govern-
ment. Skogan (1990), Wilson and Kelling (1982), Greenberg (1986), and Taylor
and Covington (1993) emphasized how fear among people in a neighborhood
affects social control and generates perceptions of the lack of community
organization, encouraging misbehavior. Taylor (1997) theorized that the
mechanisms of social control are tied to small spatial units within neighbor-
hoods, and he and Covington (1988) suggested that conditions of disorganiza-
tion are linked to community change, not simply to population movement.
Bellair (1997) imported into criminological theory the idea that even weak
ties among neighbors are important for crime control. Finally, Wilson (1987,
1991) pointed to the connections between community organization and stable
employment.

The neighborhood/community version of social disorganization, then, has
become far more elaborate with the addition of elements and processes neither
specified nor envisioned by Shaw and McKay (1969), and it has garnered con-
siderable support (see Bursik 1988; Veysey and Messner 1999). Despite this,
there is not yet a single coherent statement of the theory that incorporates all of
the incremental refinements made by individual scholars. By contrast, the inter-
city version of social disorganization theory has experienced little development.
Instead, issues that might have been addressed through elaboration of social
disorganization have been expressed in separate, competing theories, and many
of the premises of city-level social disorganization have been siphoned off into
other formulations.

Though some continue to find favorable test results (Tittle 1989) for city-level
social disorganization theory, competing theories have become more prominent.
One of them (Gottdiener and Feagin 1988) emphasizes political and economic
forces in the world economy. Though its contentions are provocative, there is
no well-articulated formulation. The other competing theory (Fischer 1975)

is more explicitly stated and now enjoys at least modest empirical support
(Fischer 1995).

Fischer’s subcultural theory contends that large, concentrated, heterogeneous
populations enable those with unconventional interests to find and interact with
one another. Such interactions lead to subcultures around those shared interests.
Subcultures, in turn, stimulate motivations for unconventional, law-breaking
activities and help create opportunities for them. Moreover, the presence of many
unconventional subcultures in an area helps create tolerance, leading to weakened
social control. The causes of variations in rates of crime and delinquency from
one urban place to the next, then, are traceable mainly to differences in the size
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and heterogeneity of populations, as the social-control theorists maintained.
However, subcultural theory poses a different intervening variable—a “critical
mass” for subcultures, which promotes crime and other deviance.

Although Fischer’s subcultural theory uses many of the variables from social
disorganization theory, it pays little attention to overall community organiza-
tion, which is central to the mother theory. Nevertheless, his contention that the
conditions of urban living (size, heterogeneity, density) force people to bifur-
cate their social contacts into public and private realms implies that cities will
vary in overall degree of organization. In addition, disorganization probably
interacts with the tolerance generated by competition among subcultures to pro-
duce weak social control. Therefore, it would appear important for the intercity
version of social disorganization theory to incorporate Fischer’s insights, or
vice versa.

Routine activities

A second line of thinking to explain crime rate variations among social units
arose in the late 1970s. The routine activities theory (Cohen and Felson 1979;
Cohen, Felson, and Land 1980; Felson 1998), sometimes called the opportunity
theory, contends that rates of predatory crime reflect how three specific vari-
ables are distributed in time and space. Crime occurs when motivated offend-
ers, suitable targets, and the absence of guardianship converge. Whether or not
the three come together presumably reflects how people in a given social con-
text conduct their lives and pursue sustenance activities.

Weak guardianship occurs when many activities take place outside the home and
when people are frequently in the company of strangers. The suitability of targets
for predatory crime has to do with the value and size of objects to be stolen or
with the attractiveness of objects of rape or assault. The third element, motivated
offenders, has generally been assumed to be constant among places and times.
That is, the theorists have more or less conceded that there are always potential
offenders who—given the opportunity created by suitable, unguarded targets—will
act. Some researchers, on the other hand, have assumed that minorities, males,
and youths have more motivation for illegal conduct and have therefore employed
demographic measures as proxies for criminal motivation. In any case, rates of
crime theoretically vary among societies, cities, communities, and local areas in
accordance with the way the variables of the theory converge.

Because the theory does not specify which routine activities, of all that are
practiced, should be relevant to crime, development has consisted mainly of
efforts to identify the routine activities that actually affect crime rates. Felson
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(1986) has also expanded the theory to show linkages between routine activi-
ties, informal control, and community organization and characteristics. This
expansion illustrates how the theory could be improved by incorporating still
other elements from extant theories. The neglect of causal arguments about
why motivation for crime might vary represents a particularly important defi-
ciency. More closely aligning routine activities and social disorganization theo-
ries would seem natural, since the same conditions that social disorganization
theorists posit as causes of weak organization and ineffective social control are
implicated in convergences of motivated offenders, suitable targets of crime,
and poor guardianship.

Conflict

Causal processes and variables in the macrolevel theories reviewed so far all
bear some similarities. A major departure, however, occurred in the 1960s, as a
number of “conflict,” “Marxian,” or “radical” scholars discovered and applied
ideas originated by Karl Marx. There are numerous versions of conflict theory
and several styles of Marxian analysis. The most important conflict formula-
tions are devoted to questions of criminalization and enforcement, but some
aim to explain variations in rates of crime from society to society or place to
place within societies (Bonger 1916; Quinney 1970; and several essays in
Greenberg 1981b). In explaining rate variations, they focus on the structural
conditions of competitively based economic systems (more specifically, capital-
ism) that both motivate citizens for crime and “de-moralize” them, thereby
freeing them of constraints on their criminal impulses. These theories imply
that rates of crime among societies vary with the degree to which their econom-
ic systems are capitalistic, or internally competitive, and they imply that within
societies, variations in rates of crime among regions or cities will reflect
market-oriented decisionmaking (see Greenberg 1981b, part 2).

Capitalism theoretically promotes selfishness and greed, which motivates peo-
ple toward crime. At the same time, it undermines moral feelings or sentiment
that might inhibit criminal behavior. The result, presumably, is selfish decision-
making and a high rate of deviance in all capitalist societies, with rates of
crime among them varying by the actual extent to which their economies are
capitalistic. In addition, rates of crime among cities, regions, and communities
within given societies reflect capitalistic economic decisions and their conse-
quences for workers.

The dominant theoretical stream stemming from social disorganization theory
has not incorporated the political and economic decisionmaking variables that
are at the heart of Marxian conflict theory. And conflict theorists have paid little
attention to the ideas of social disorganization, instead devoting their efforts to
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pinpointing specific manifestations of capitalist activi-
ty affecting crime rates. Yet, each of these streams
could benefit from taking the other seriously. For
example, insights about capitalist decisionmaking
could enhance social disorganization theory in the
same way that the “new” urban sociology’s emphasis
on global and local corporate decisionmaking might.
Alternatively, Marxian conflict theory could be ener-
gized by admitting the influence of informal commu-
nity networks or such structural conditions as
population size and heterogeneity.

Mixed macrolevel themes

The theories reviewed above were designed for
exclusive application to macrosocial units. Others,
however, contain explanatory principles to account
simultaneously for differences in criminal behavior
among individuals, situations, social categories, and societies. Here, I focus
only on the implications of these broader theories for explaining variations in
rates of crime among large social entities, such as societies.

Anomie

Perhaps the most influential criminological theory of all time is that articulated
by Merton (1938, 1957). His anomie formulation was inspired by Durkheim’s
([1895] 1951) observations that suicides increase during periods of social tur-
moil or rapid change, when the norms that guide people’s conduct are disrupt-
ed. Merton expanded this notion of normlessness to characterize societies in
which social goals are not consistent with the objective realities of life. He con-
tended that social entities can be classified by their relative emphases on the
goals their members should seek to attain, compared with emphases on the
appropriate or acceptable means for achieving these goals. A cross-classification
yields four types of societies, one of which is well balanced or integrated
(nonanomic) and three of which are malintegrated or unbalanced (anomic).
Anomic societies overemphasize the means (ritualistic), have mixed emphases
on goals and means (retreatist), or disproportionately stress goals (innovative).
High rates of deviance would be predicted for all of the anomic societies, while
lower rates would be expected for nonanomic societies; in one particular kind
of anomic society—the innovative type—dev1ance is especially likely to take
the form of predatory criminal behavior.
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Nonanomic (integrated, balanced) societies place more or less equal stress on
the goals to be achieved and on the means to achieve them, thereby minimizing
strain and misbehavior. Anomic societies produce higher rates of deviance
because people do not know what they are supposed to try to accomplish,
because they do not know how to do it, or because they do not have the speci-
fied means available to them to accomplish what they know they are expected
to do. In other words, the members of anomic societies are under a lot of strain.
That strain is especially likely to produce criminal behavior in a society, such
as the United States, that places relatively greater emphasis on goal achieve-
ment than on the means for such achievement. Therefore, rates of predatory
crime should vary directly with the extent to which societies place more stress
on goal achievement than on the means for achieving those goals, and this
should be particularly true when the cultural goals are for financial success,

as they are in the United States. Alternatively, the theory can be interpreted to
imply that rates of crime among smaller units, such as cities or communities,
within anomic societies will be greatest where income or socioeconomic
inequality is greatest (Agnew 1999).

Although Merton’s work has macrolevel, microlevel, and cross-level implica-
tions and, in fact, was conceived to have mainly macrolevel import, its applica-
tion to individual differences has been most popular. As a result, there have
been few macrolevel developments of the basic ideas, and direct tests have
focused only on variations in socioeconomic distributions in subsocietal units
(Agnew 1999, 125). Recently, however, Messner and Rosenfeld (1997) have
elaborated the Mertonian argument as it applies to U.S. society. They contend
that an unbalanced emphasis on goals of financial success leads to two crim-
inogenic consequences not anticipated by Merton. Not only are large numbers
of people inspired to try to achieve culturally approved goals of success by
illicit means (innovation), but the widespread effort to do so produces a cultur-
ally shared mentality of immorality. In addition, overemphasis on institutional
domains governing financial matters makes it difficult to develop and sustain
alternative institutional arrangements that might restrain drives toward predato-
ry crime. The result is almost inevitably a high rate of crime. Their provocative
analysis illustrating these points has already stimulated research (Chamlin and
Cochran 1995) and will no doubt lead to further developments concerning the
macro aspect of anomie theory.

General strain theory

The Mertonian argument has also been extended by Agnew, who has gone
beyond anomie theory to produce a general formulation concerning various
kinds of strain, not just that stemming from inconsistencies between culturally
defined goals and available means for achieving those goals. As shown earlier,
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Agnew’s formulation concerns the effects of strain on individuals (1992) and
on crime rates (1999). He contends that some social units have more crime than
others partly because their features—including their organization and social, eco-
nomic, and cultural characteristics—Ilead to the presence of large numbers of
strained individuals who are motivated toward crime. Such communities are
also less likely to exercise effective informal social control. He spells out seven
conditions that promote widespread strain leading to higher crime rates. At the
macro level, Agnew’s work clearly demonstrates a developmental line from
anomie theory, with integration of theories of social disorganization and routine
activities, among others.

Shaming

Another recent theory with cross-level applications is that set forth by Braithwaite
(1989), whose argument is partly borrowed from social disorganization and partly
from anomie theories. Recall from the section on theories of individual differ-
ences that Braithwaite begins with the notion that highly interdependent social
groups (those that are cohesively organized) generally have lower rates of crime,
in part because social bonding enhances the effectiveness of informal social con-
trol. However, he adds two elements to the basic argument.

First, he theorizes that a key mechanism for binding people to each other and
for preventing criminal behavior through deterrence is gossip; hence, a society
with widespread patterns of gossip should have lower crime rates than one that
fully respects privacy. Second, Braithwaite maintains that even though socially
integrated societies will generally have lower rates of crime than those that are
less cohesive, crime rates should also vary among reasonably well integrated
societies, depending on how they deal with offenders. Societies may ignore
offenders, they can punish them to cause pain or discomfort, or they can shame
them. Shaming consists of efforts to make offenders take responsibility and feel
genuine regret for the harm caused by their delicts. Other things being equal,
rates of predatory crime should be greatest where nothing is done about it,
second greatest where offenders are punished, and least where offenders are
shamed. Shamed offenders are often motivated to atone for their misbehavior,
but not all shaming has the same effect. Indeed, when shame is long term and
stigmatizing, it frequently leads to recidivism, particularly if there are deviant
subcultures populated by similarly stigmatized rule breakers. Only when shame
is followed by procedures and efforts to reintegrate its recipients does it pro-
duce low rates of crime. Hence, those societies that shame violators and pro-
vide the means for their redemption will have the lowest rates of crime.

In addition to expanding the theory of social disorganization and bringing in
new explanatory variables, Braithwaite integrates the macro version of anomie
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theory. Criminal subcultures with which stigmatized law violators might affili-
ate are theorized to be most likely in anomic societies where large numbers
experience blocked goal achievement.

Defiance

A further development draws from social disorganization and builds on the
notion of shame. Sherman’s defiance theory (1993) was intended to explain
why sanctions imposed on individuals sometimes deter, sometimes have no
effect, and sometimes have the opposite of their intended effect. Nevertheless,
it also explains variations in crime rates. The theory implies that all societies
impose or threaten negative sanctions for misbehavior, and the deterrent
success of sanctioning accounts for differences in crime rates. Deterrence,
however, depends on three conditions that must converge:

B Sanctions must be imposed with due respect for the dignity of alleged
offenders.

B The recipients of sanctions must be bonded to the community or society
whose representatives are imposing the sanctions.

®m Offenders must be able to accept the shame implied by sanctions and,
therefore, become motivated for reintegration with society.

Crime rates will vary among societies according to whether or not those three
conditions typically hold.

Drawing on several bodies of theory, Sherman shows how and why these three
conditions matter and how they fit together. Defiance theory, therefore, is a
good example of the way contemporary theory is the culmination and integra-
tion of past work. Beginning with notions of community cohesion rooted in
social disorganization theory, Sherman weaves in ideas about subcultures,
shaming, and access to law. Moreover, his formulation includes additional com-
ponents borrowed from deterrence and self theories. Yet it is not fully articulat-
ed, and it does not incorporate explanatory themes to account for initial acts of
crime that might lead to sanctions.

Social learning

While social learning theory mainly explains the behavior of individuals, some
theorists have also used it to try to explain variations in crime rates among
social entities (Akers 1998; Sutherland 1924; Wilson and Herrnstein 1985).
Sutherland introduced the idea of “differential social organization” for that
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purpose. Borrowing from notions of “culture conflict,” he assumed that a het-
erogeneous cultural arena necessarily implies that for large numbers of indi-
viduals, crime-favorable messages will exceed messages unfavorable to crime.
The theory is quite undeveloped, however, because it does not spell out how
structural arrangements interface with differential learning to produce higher
rates of crime in some social units than in others.

Other learning theorists have gone a little further. Wilson and Herrnstein (1985,
430-437) contend that criminogenic learning will vary depending on whether
communities and societies emphasize institutions dedicated to impulse control
and character building, which are somewhat linked to urbanization. Akers
(1998) theorizes that variations in social structure and culture affect crime rates
through their influences on the average reinforcements for criminal behavior
that individuals within societies or other social entities experience. Among the
structural characteristics that impinge on the overall likelihood of criminal
learning, he includes such things as demographic composition, regional and
geographical attributes, and other characteristics that concern the way social
entities and subcultural systems are organized. This latter category could
include weak neighborhood and family organizations.

To some extent, then, contemporary social learning theorists are drawing on

the same pool of ideas that have inspired most other theories of rate variations;
they simply identify different intervening processes and interpret effects as they
bear on learned characteristics that impinge on crime.

Deprivation of law

A final theory of ecological variations was developed in the late 1970s (Black
1976, 1983) and is of interest mainly because it, like conflict theory, departs
from the developmental pattern rooted in theories of social disorganization.
Black’s deprivation-of-law theory proposes that rates of crime vary inversely
with the availability of law for resolving disputes. Without law, inevitable
human conflict will produce high rates of crime as individuals and groups seek
to redress their own wrongs. Law, which is tied to the development of strong
political entities with power over large populations, enables—indeed requires—
disputing parties to submit personal arguments to third parties for resolution.
The decisions that functionaries make are supposedly impartial, which gives
disputants—who nearly always assume they are right—hope for victory.
Although, as Black has shown, legal decisions actually closely follow lines

of status and therefore are not impartial, they are upheld by force exercised

by state authorities who claim a virtual monopoly on its use. Because of the
appeal of law as a vehicle for settling disputes once and for all (eliminating or
at least reducing the possibility of feud) without undue cost, and because of the
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coercive element that requires the use of law and enforces its decision, rates of
deviance are theorized to decline as states and their accompanying legal appa-
ratuses grow. Therefore, the greater the development of law, the lower the rates
of crime.

The apparent historical decline in crimes of violence (Gurr 1981) in some mod-
ern societies, the high rates of crime in some simple societies (Edgerton 1976,
1992), and patterns of change in concentrations of offenses (Cooney 1997) lend
support to this argument. Nevertheless, the theory needs further development to
spell out how variations in types and distributions of law in different societies
produce varied effects. Moreover, the theory could be broadened by bringing

in variables and conditions from other theories we have discussed. In return,
other theoretical streams, such as social disorganization, could benefit from
deprivation-of-law ideas. '

Reified macrolevel themes

Some macrolevel theories are simply applications of those that explain
microlevel phenomena, but with the assumption that whatever applies to indi-
viduals can be aggregated to explain rates of crime from one social entity to
another. For instance, deterrence theory basically explains why individuals
commit crimes. However, some scholars contend that differences in crime rates
among social entities stem from differences in characteristics of enforcement
bearing on the certainty and severity of punishment. Similarly, since demo-
graphic characteristics are influential in predicting individual probabilities of
law violation (for various theoretical reasons encompassed in individual theo-
ries of crime), one can explain variations in rates of crime from place to place
by considering the age and proportion of the population that is male, minority,
and freed from familial and institutional affiliations (Steffensmeier and Harer
1999; Wellford 1973). Hence, almost any of the causal processes of the
individual-level theories previously reviewed can be aggregated to explain
variations in crime rates.

No single individual-level process alone, however, can provide adequate expla-
nation at the macro level. Simple aggregation overlooks the potential intercon-
nection between structural phenomena and individual behavior. Some potential
connections may be contained in the various macrolevel theories we have been
considering, so integration at that level is promising. But between-level integra-
tion must be considered as well. For example, social disorganization theory
might benefit from fuller use of deterrence theory. Formal control imposed by
authorities from an organized external entity could, under some conditions, com-
pensate for weak informal control within neighborhoods. Alternatively, there
may be important interactions between informal and formal social controls.
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Theories About Differences in Criminal
Behavior Among Situations

Scholars have often noted that even when all of the signs point toward a possi-
ble crime, it does not always materialize, and occasionally even when nobody
would expect criminal behavior, it nevertheless transpires (Cohen 1966).
Moreover, what may start out as an attempted theft sometimes ends up as a
homicide or an assault (Miller 1998). Despite such observations, theories about
situations have not shown a high level of development (Birkbeck and LaFree
1993; LaFree and Birkbeck 1991; Short 1998). Indeed, after the initial work of
Short and Strodtbeck (1965), situational analysis languished until the mid-
1980s. Since that time, however, some effort has been devoted to explaining
why crime emerges in some situations but not in others (Birkbeck and LaFree
1993; Short 1997, 112-115, 136-141). This renewed attention to immediate
contexts is important, because most of the other theories reviewed in this essay
set the stage for criminal behavior without explaining how the script is played.

Situations can be thought of as unique arrangements of physical and social
stimuli emerging from the various social settings to which individuals are
exposed (Birkbeck and LaFree 1993, 129). Because they are always changing,
and because they involve chance factors, criminal outcomes that evolve from
various situations are not fully predictable. The challenge for theorists, then,
has been to identify relevant aspects that come into play and to explain how
and why those aspects fit together, either to produce criminal behavior or to
lead away from crime. Birkbeck and LaFree also note that situations involve
both objective and subjective components, but that the focal point is decision-
making by potential offenders. They set forth four principles governing situa-
tional influences:

® Crime-relevant decisions are partially, but not wholly, determined by
situational contingencies.

B Decisionmaking involves evaluation by potential offenders.
® The influence of situational factors varies by crime type.

® The level of attention that potential offenders pay to situational factors
varies by both offender characteristics and crime type.

They go on to identify two major lines of theoretical development concerning
circumstances leading to crime: symbolic interactionism and opportunity.
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Symbolic interactionism

A major component of many, but not all, crime-relevant situations is interaction
among two or more persons. Symbolic interactionist theory focuses on sequen-
tial, reciprocal response patterns in which interactants adjust to each other’s
behavior, note responses to their actions, interpret the meanings of those
responses, and then adapt their next moves in accordance with those interpreta-
tions (Blumer 1969; Stryker 1980). A major process presumably guiding these
sequences of actions is an individual’s attempt to gain or preserve a meaningful
sense of self (Kaplan 1980; Matsueda 1992). Interaction sequences, especially
if they threaten identity claims, can sometimes lead to illegal behavior even
though no criminal intent was originally intended, and the path that interaction
takes can often determine the extent and specific form of criminal behavior
(Felson and Steadman 1983; Katz 1988; Luckenbill 1977; Short 1963).

In the spirit of symbolic interactionism, if not with explicit acknowledgment,
theorizing about crime-provoking situational characteristics has most often
focused on events and actions interpreted by participants as threatening their
status positions or their ideas about self. Short and Strodtbeck’s theory, grow-
ing out of research on Chicago gangs, emphasizes that much violence and other
criminal behavior is sparked by events interpreted as threats to the status of
gang members or to the reputation of the gangs themselves (Short 1963; Short
and Strodtbeck 1965). Such incidents often emerged more or less by chance
(Strodtbeck and Short 1964), and some remarks or actions that might have been
trivial were sometimes interpreted quite differently by various individuals.

In a similar vein, Luckenbill (1977) interprets homicide incidents as the end
products of “character contests” that unfold in sequential steps. There is an ini-
tial attack on someone’s identity, usually challenging that person’s claim to a
particular status. The attacked person takes offense and responds in kind, often
with threats to harm the challenger if the attack is not withdrawn. The original
party, feeling that retreat would be denigrating, continues or intensifies the
attack. The conflict then proceeds to combat, with one or another of the partici-
pants eventually resorting to deadly force.

Katz (1988) portrays criminal behavior by those trying to create an “awesome
presence” as an effort to achieve moral dominance by overcoming challenges to
autonomy. And Anderson (1999) characterizes interaction among disadvantaged
people as a constant struggle for respect in which individuals try to gain sym-
bolic status advantages by attacking or challenging others, which leads to retal-
iation and destructive criminal outcomes.

CRIMINAL JusTice 2000



THE NATURE oF CRIME: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

All of these theorists regard the status/self concern as
a subtext-guiding interaction, noting that outcomes of
interaction sequences are not predetermined. There are
spontaneous events and responses that can lead in a
variety of directions, only some of which are criminal.
Moreover, status or prestige contests are not the only
events that can ultimately lead to in criminal outcomes
(Luckenbill and Doyle 1989; Stafford and Gibbs
1993); indeed, disputes of all kinds seem to have a
lifecourse that inclines toward criminal outcomes
(Felstiner, Abel, and Aarat 1981). First, somebody
experiences a negative event, which he perceives to be
the fault of somebody else. Second, the injured party
names the injury and blames the alleged wrongdoer,
thereby creating a grievance. Third, the namer
demands that the harmdoer fix the problem, which is called “claiming.” If the
accused party refuses to redress the wrong, a dispute is born. To deal with the
dispute, the victim may then either capitulate, a choice that is often rejected
because it represents a loss of face, or go on to use other tactics to try to prevail.
When force is employed, the result is likely to be criminal. It has been suggested
that the likelihood of this sequence being activated and spiraling to the level of
violence is connected with cultural patterns of “disputatiousness” (Luckenbill
and Doyle 1989).

Opportunity

A second line of theoretical work, though not always explicitly so stated, has
been guided by the explanatory mechanisms embodied in routine activities
theory (Cohen and Felson 1979). Various scholars have tried to isolate the
elements in situations that attract or create motivated offenders and influence
whether they perceive targets of crime as being possibilities that would justify
the risk of offending (for example, Brantingham and Brantingham 1984;
Cornish and Clarke 1986). Such factors as degree of lighting, presence of
observers, location of houses on a block, police patrolling patterns, availability
of valuable things to be stolen, and lifestyles of potential victims have been
identified as relevant to these decisions.

LaFree and Birkbeck (1991) suggest that criminal choice is two staged: (1) the
decision to enter a situation and (2) subsequent decisions in response to subjec-
tive evaluations of particular emergent features of that situation. They contend
that individuals start with notions about how to assess situational contingencies.
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Such predispositions, especially those concerning probable outcomes from spe-
cific behaviors in particular circumstances, are learned through experimentation
and observation. Learned inclinations also include rules of conduct, such as
expedience and morality, that the person might have internalized. These predis-
positions, however, interact with contextual events and circumstances. Behavior
is seen as a continual process of matching actions to situations in order to max-
imize desired outcomes. Using these principles, LaFree and Birkbeck derive
generalizations about situational clustering of criminal behavior.

Overview

Despite these efforts to explain situational variations, there is not yet a formula-
tion that successfully brings all of the objective, subjective, and group process
variables together into one coherent theory. As Short (1998) suggests, back-
ground (including things learned, cultural context, and personal characteristics)
clearly matters, as do aspects of larger social contexts (such as neighborhood
organization) but criminal behavior cannot be fully explained until theorists are
able to specify how situational variations interact with those other influences.
Since there are at least two classes of situational factors—opportunity and sym-
bolic interactionist processes—they, too, probably interact among themselves
as well as with variables representing individual characteristics and those of
larger social contexts.

Signs of Progress and Directions
for the Future

Criminological theorists have made huge strides in the past two decades and,
at least within a probabilistic framework, are now able to broadly outline the
causes of criminalization, criminal behavior, and variations in rates of crime
among situations, communities, societies, and other social entities, as well as
across the lifecourse. Despite this, theories are not yet developed enough to
provide fully satisfying explanations or predictions. Theoretical expectations
are often wrong, or they rest on probabilities little better than chance; and in
the best outcomes, predictions apply mainly to large aggregates.

Additional efforts hold the promise of producing explanatory systems that can
account for myriad criminal manifestations in precise and efficient ways. This
optimistic appraisal comes from noting five important trends. First, over time,
more and more scholars have become committed to theory development. Few
criminologists are now content with ad hoc accounts, conceptual exercises, iden-
tifying risk factors, and directly investigating policy issues. Many have come to
recognize that effective criminology systematically compiles knowledge within
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theories that summarize, organize, and arrange evidence and thinking within
coherent general explanatory schemes.

In addition, there are encouraging signs that criminologists are coming to
demand more from theories. Yet continued progress will depend on still-wider
appreciation for well-structured theories and for what they must be able to do.
Consider, for example, Hirschi’s version of control theory (1969). It sets forth a
simple, universal causal process: Those strongly bonded to conventional social
groups will refrain from acting on their natural impulses toward crime or delin-
quency. Though important and extremely popular, it ignores so much that effective
application is difficult. Among other things, it pays no attention to possible varia-
tions in motivation for crime, disregards opportunity and other situational variables
that may intensify or activate impulses for misbehavior, does not tell how people
become bonded in the first place, and implies that control has the same effect, and
to the same degree, for all kinds of crime and in all circumstances.

Clearly, numerous accouterments to the social bond theory are necessary to
bring it to bear on specific issues about criminal behavior. At best, it predicts
that for a large aggregate of individuals, those with the strongest bonds will be
least likely to commit a crime. But without additional considerations, and with-
out specifying the way these additional influences interact with social bonds and
among themselves, Hirschi’s behavioral principle does not provide good expla-
nation of specific crime-relevant phenomena. (See Shelden, Tracy, and Brown
[1997, 39-40] for an attempt to apply the theory to explain why youths become
gang members.) Similar incompleteness, to one degree or another, is characteris-
tic of other theories. If the good ideas and powerful themes abundant in our
discipline are to bear fruit, they have to be bundled within more complete for-
mulations. It is customary to assume that “other” variables or conditions are

to be “held constant” in testing, and that consumers of theory are to fill in the
missing elements and make the specific applications. But in social life, condi-
tions are not, in fact, constant, and different consumers make varied assumptions
about the operation of other variables and contingencies, which is one reason
tests and applications take so many incompatible forms. The goals of explana-
tion, prediction, relevant tests, and application require that theories themselves
actually do what consumers of those theories are now expected to do for them.

A third promising trend is the attempt to improve theories by merging parts or
ideas from a variety of existing accounts. Sometimes this has been done self-
consciously and with declaration (for example, Braithwaite 1989; Colvin and
Pauly 1983; Elliott, Huizinga, and Ageton 1989), but most often it has occurred
naturally as scholars tried to improve existing formulations. In fact, almost all
of the theoretical developments reviewed in this essay involve some form of
integration, though the theorists do not always recognize or acknowledge it.
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Theorizing typically starts with limited causal process-
es, but later expands to include larger numbers of vari-
ables, processes, and contingencies. Such developments
have led to overlaps among various theories, along with
wider recognition of the advantages of bringing diverse
ideas together and of borrowing from various extant
accounts to create theories with more scope and more
precise explanatory application.

Integration to join theories at different levels of gen-
erality, such as those describing individuals’ behavior
and those about group rates, however, has lagged
behind (Le Blanc 1997; Short 1998). Some theories
presumably explain things at various levels of gener-
ality (Agnew 1999; Braithwaite 1989; Merton 1938,
1957; Le Blanc 1997), but this often means that the explanatory principles are
simply applied to two separate phenomena. Articulation between levels in some
theories is accomplished by treating higher level conditions as contingencies
for the operation of causal forces at lower levels of explanation, by thinking of
different-level processes as interacting to affect outcomes (Short 1998), or by
conceiving of mid-level phenomena as mediators between higher level and
lower level phenomena (Elliott et al. 1996). But integrating various levels of
explanation has never been completely successful. Moreover, it is common
for theorists to slip from one level of explanation to another without recognizing
errors that may occur. Ecological fallacies in drawing inferences from data are
well known, but few recognize the theoretical parallels. Consequently, ideas
like culture of violence and anomie are sometimes forced to explain individ-
ual behavior, with an ill-fitting result. Even less well recognized is the individual-
istic fallacy of trying to use causal mechanisms affecting individuals to
explain societal phenomena that may have a reality beyond the aggregation

of individual effects.

An additional indicator of progress is the increasing emphasis on theoretically
driven research. More scholars now start with theoretical issues, frame their
data collection and analysis to address those concerns, and assess the implica-
tions of the results for theory. Further progress depends on acceleration of this
trend. Research oriented around theory serves two essential purposes. First, it
helps in evaluating those theories. Theoretical success is partly based on predic-
tive power—the ability to assert relationships among two or more variables that
prove to be empirically accurate. If hypotheses appropriately deduced from a
given theory repeatedly fail, the theory must be deficient. Typically, however,
derived hypotheses prove to be partially true, or true under some conditions

but not others. Such results can then be used to revise the theory. Through
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continuous feedback, revision, derivation of new hypotheses, testing, and feed-
back, theories acquire greater adequacy. Second, theory tells researchers what

to look for. Without theoretical guidance, much research is isolated, with little

relevance to cumulating bodies of knowledge.

Finally, there is an emerging awareness that research practice is now lagging
behind theory, a situation quite different from three decades ago. For one thing,
contemporary theoretical developments involve key concepts that require data not
now available, especially not in the large datasets on which so many researchers
rely. For progress to continue, scholars must be able to measure such things as
reintegrative shaming (Braithwaite 1989); self-control (Gottfredson and Hirschi
1990); general strain (Agnew 1992); human, social, and cultural capital (Matsueda
and Heimer 1997; Nagin and Paternoster 1994); and control ratios (Tittle 1995).
Identifying a single item or adding together a few indicators conveniently available
in a data archive will no longer suffice.

In addition, despite contrary argument (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1986), ade-
quate testing of the causal implications of all contemporary theories requires
either experiments or temporally separated, repeated measurements of key vari-
ables. But researchers typically must employ data with inappropriate causal
lags (see, for example, Chamlin et al. 1992; D’ Alessio and Stolzenberg 1998).
For example, to a large extent, Agnew’s general strain argument portrays a
short-term process. Strain is provoked by immediate events (though sometimes
strain accumulates over a longer period of time), which generate emotional
reactions. Those emotions must be managed (sometimes by criminal behavior),
though the theory does not say how soon. The best test of the theory, and one
that would also provide helpful feedback for more precisely specifying causal
intervals, requires measures of strain (or a series of experiments), followed
quite soon by measures of emotion, and then measures of various alternative
behavioral and cognitive responses at multiple times. Yet researchers have been
forced to use data with a time interval of a year or longer (Agnew and White
1992; Brezina 1996; Paternoster and Mazerolle 1994).

Weak data are not the only impediment. Even if perfect measurements at multi-
ple times were available, many would probably still analyze them as if the
theories predicted only linear, unidirectional effects. That is partly because the-
orists do not spell out other possibilities, but it is also because researchers are
constrained by their analytic tools or their mindsets. Improvements in theory,
which are essential to accomplish the goals that most criminologists endorse,
depend somewhat on continued research advancements, and good research
needs better theory to guide it.
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Summary and Conclusions

Criminological theory has shown remarkable growth and progression over the
past several decades, particularly by means of cross-fertilization and integra-
tion, and it now appears to contain the necessary elements to effectively explain
crime patterns. Nevertheless, some of the most pressing questions remain unan-
swered, and reasonably accurate predictions seem to apply only to large aggre-
gates. Signs are favorable for continued improvement, however. Criminologists
are coming to recognize the necessity of good theory, becoming cognizant of
the elements it must possess, and growing committed to its development. In
addition, most of them are embracing integration as a style of work and a pro-
cedure for theory building and are showing they understand that research must
be a handmaiden to, and dependent on, theory. Finally, the linkage between
research methods and theoretical growth is becoming clearer, as more scholars
are realizing that reliance on traditional types of data and on linear, unidirec-
tional analyses must be transcended. If these trends continue, the outlook for
future success is good.
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The Politics of Crime
and Punishment

by William Lyons and Stuart Scheingold

The underlying thesis of this paper is that crime control policy is
politically constructed. In developing our thesis and its implications,
we depart from much of the conventional wisdom in three basic ways.
First, in demonstrating the political derivations of crime control poli-
cy we reveal how, why, and to what extent criminological knowledge
is marginalized in the policymaking process. Second, this paper takes
issue with what is largely taken for granted by criminologists, criminal
process professionals, and the general public as well: the pervasive
attractions of a punitive discourse and punitive approaches to crime
control. Finally, our exploration of the politics driving crime control
policy reveals more complexity, contingency, and variation within the
political process than most observers attribute to the politics of crime

and punishment.

Many claim that the widespread drop in crime is directly and causal-
ly linked to zero-tolerance policing, to extraordinarily high rates of
incarceration, to the increasing length of sentences, to harsh condi-
tions of imprisonment, and to the return of capital punishment. Even
if these claims are in part true, our counterclaim is that these putative
benefits must be weighed against the oppressive costs of overwhelm-
ingly punitive policies. Punitive policies are destructive in a number

of ways that will be discussed in this paper—but principally in that

William Lyons is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science at
the University of Akron in Ohio. Stuart Scheingold is a Professor in the Political
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they have exacerbated racial cleavage and, in effect, are shattering commu-
nities in order to save them. We argue that regardless of whether or not pun-
ishment “works”—itself a contested proposition—it diverts attention,
energy, and resources from strategic responses that recognize and respond to
the complexity of the crime problem as it is revealed by social inquiry in

general and criminological knowledge in particular.
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he underlying thesis of this paper is that crime control policy is politically

constituted: policy choices are driven by, and responsive to, prevailing val-
ues and interests rather than criminological knowledge. In developing our the-
sis and its implications, we depart from much of the conventional wisdom in
three basic ways. First, in demonstrating that crime control policy is politically
constituted we reveal how, why, and to what extent criminological findings are
disregarded in the policymaking process. Second, this paper challenges what is
largely taken for granted by criminologists, criminal process professionals, and
the general public as well: the pervasive attractions of a punitive discourse and
of punitive crime control policies. Finally, our exploration of the politics driv-
ing crime control policy reveals more complexity, contingency, and variation
within the political process than most observers attribute to the politics of crime
and punishment.

Many claim the widespread drop in crime is directly and causally linked to
punitive policies—to zero-tolerance policing, to extraordinarily high rates of
incarceration, to the increasing length of sentences, to harsh conditions of
imprisonment, and to the return of capital punishment. To question, as we do,
the advisability of a predominantly punitive policy agenda is not to claim that
getting tough with criminals is inappropriate or ineffective. Instead, our objec-
tives are to make the case for a more balanced policy agenda and to explore
both the obstacles that stand in the way of balance and the opportunities for it.

Even if the most sweeping claims made on behalf of punitive approaches to
crime control are valid, our counterclaim is that these putative benefits must

be weighed against the destructive costs of overwhelmingly punitive policies.
Punitive policies are destructive in a number of ways that will be discussed in
this paper—but principally in that they have exacerbated racial cleavages and
contributed to the decomposition of inner-city communities. The manifest costs
of the punitive status quo include harming local communities, the broader
American polity, and American justice. Less obvious, but equally as telling,

are the opportunity costs that are incurred by a fixation on punishment.

For these reasons, we argue at the end of this paper for an approach to crime
control that strikes a better balance between punishment and prevention on

one hand and that deals with causes as well as symptoms on the other hand.
Movement in that direction will be possible only if we understand why punish-
ment has tended to crowd out alternative responses to crime. Perhaps the most
telling finding that emerges from our inquiry is that the linkage between crime
and the politics of crime and punishment is tenuous and contingent.' Research
reveals that whether or not punishment works in strictly criminological terms—
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whether or not punishment reduces crime—it serves a
mix of other instrumental and expressive purposes.
Exploring the configuration of the political, econom-
ic, social, and cultural forces that privilege punish-
ment reveals that support for these “other purposes”
varies among the relevant constituencies: local, State,
and national political leaders; criminal process pro-
fessionals; and various elements within the general
public.

Thus, although the Nation has not stumbled into the
punitive mode by accident—but rather in response to
a complex convergence of values and interests—the
arena in which the politics of crime and punishment
play out is neither immutable nor uniform, and the
punitive status quo is neither inevitable nor irretriev-
able. Historically, more enlightened policies have
certainly been deployed and even today there are
signs of more progressive penology—especially at
the local level. If we can clarify the circumstances
that sustain alternatives to punishment, the chances
for reform will be enhanced—albeit hardly assured.

Punishment, Criminology,
and Crime Control

Stated simply, prevailing justifications hold that imprisonment rates rise because
crime rates rise and that rising prison rates will mean lower crime rates (Wilson
1985, 1991). This view contains two discrete, but not necessarily congruent,
propositions—one political and the other criminological. The criminological
claim is that punishment will actually reduce crime, whereas the political claim
is that the punitive crime control policies are first and foremost a response to
rising crime rates. Our reading of the available data raises serious questions
about both of these generalizations and about the way they tend to be inextrica-
bly linked in so much of the public discourse about crime.

We will review the relevant data and decouple the criminological case for
punishment from the largely separate question of why this polity has so
enthusiastically embraced punitive policies. In sum, our criminological argu-
ments, presented in this section of the paper, are that the crime control case for
punishment is built on emphatically disputed terrain and should be balanced
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against the heavy collateral damage that has been inflicted by a predominantly
punitive approach to crime control. In the next section, we will turn more
directly to the politics of punishment and argue that the choice to punish is
driven by an extensive array of political, social, economic, and cultural forces
that transcend, and are arguably unrelated to, the crime rate and criminal vic-
timization.

The purpose of our review of the criminological findings in this section of the
paper is, we repeat, not to claim that they conclusively demonstrate that punish-
ment is ineffective or counterproductive. As we read these data, they do, how-
ever, cast grave doubt on what, in our judgment, amounts to an excessive
reliance on punishment in recent years.

Many years ago, James Q. Wilson gave partial voice to a widely shared view
that it is probably better to err on the side of too much, rather than too little,
punishment: “If we try to make the penalties for crime swifter and more cer-
tain, and it should turn out that deterrence does not work, then all we have
done is increase the risks facing persons who commit a crime” (1985, 144).

We strongly disagree. To err in the direction of too much punishment is to incur
serious costs that extend beyond the burdens imposed on “persons who commit
a crime.” Recent experience with the war on drugs, determinate sentencing,
three strikes laws, and aggressive order maintenance policing all weaken the
persuasiveness of the view that too little punishment is a threat to the social
order while the costs of too much punishment are borne only by criminals.

It is to the broader costs of punishment that we now turn.

Punishment as contested criminological terrain

The criminological community is, with some exceptions (Currie 1998),* increas-
ingly willing to acknowledge a substantial, even a dramatic, reduction in vio-
lent crime throughout the course of the 1990s. LaFree, for example, presents
data that reveal marked decreases in both violent crimes and property crimes
during the current decade (1998, 19-25). There is also general agreement that
insofar as punishment has contributed to a reduction in crime, that contribution
has come through deterrence and/or incapacitation. Punishment is said to deter
crime by increasing its costs and, in this way, reducing the temptation to break
the law. Clearly the success of deterrence is dependent, as is widely acknowl-
edged, on offenders and would-be offenders making rational cost-benefit calcu-
lations before deciding to commit a crime. Incapacitation, it might be said,
picks up where deterrence stops: For the nonrational and incorrigible, incarcer-
ation is the only way to prevent them from committing crimes. It is probably
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also fair to say that criminologists would agree that the fear of punishment does
deter some people from committing crimes and that incarceration does prevent
some crimes from being committed.

This criminological consensus tends to break down, however, over what rela-
tionship, if any, there is between the punitive trajectory of crime control poli-
cies and the dramatic decrease in crime in the 1990s. James Q. Wilson, one of
the leading proponents of punishment, recently claimed in the New York Times
that “putting people in prison has been the single most important thing we’ve
done to reduce crime” (Egan 1999). When Wilson published the first edition of
Thinking About Crime, he saw deterrence as the primary mechanism through
which punishment reduced crime. He stressed that deterrence was not depend-
ent on the severity of the sanction, but rather on its certainty—and could indeed
include both carrots and sticks (Wilson 1977, 194-204). In the revised edition
of Thinking About Crime, published almost a decade later, Wilson incorporated
incapacitation into his crime control policy agenda and made a strong case for
the multiplier effect of incarcerating those likely to commit multiple offenses
(Wilson 1985, 145-46). Because incapacitation is premised on keeping repeat
offenders off of the streets for as long as possible, severity becomes the key to
success—albeit as imposed solely on those who are, or are predicted to be,
multiple offenders.

Although Wilson may well be the most prominent figure in the criminological

debate, other leading criminologists challenged his claims. They question both
the effectiveness of deterrence and incapacitation as tools of crime control and,
more generally, the companion claim that incarceration explains the reductions
in crime that have been recorded during the 1990s.

Michael Tonry traces the case against deterrence to the 1960s and 1970s.

The 1967 President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and Administration of

Justice, he tells us, failed to support deterrence, and the 1978 National Academy
of Sciences Panel on Research on Deterrent and Incapacitative Effects conclud-
ed that they could not “assert that the evidence warrants an affirmative conclu-

sion regarding deterrence” (Tonry 1995, 19). Additionally, Tonry stated:

[Iln 1993, after the most exhaustive and ambitious analysis of the subject
ever undertaken, the National Academy of Sciences Panel on the Under-
standing and Control of Violent Behavior concluded that greatly increased
use of imprisonment has had little effect on violent crime rates. . . . The
clear weight of the evidence in every Western country indicates that tough
penalties have little effect on crime rates. (1995, 19)*
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Consider also Jeffrey Fagan’s study of recidivism among 6,800 individuals
arrested on drug charges in New York City from 1983 to 1986. He found that
“neither the prevalence nor the rates of recidivism were associated with sanc-
tion severity” (1994, 188). Instead, he argued that to the extent that there is a
deterrent effect, it would vary with the labor market generally. His bottom-line
finding is that “the marginal reduction in rearrest rates for those imprisoned,
compared to probationers or those not sanctioned at all, suggests little utility
in the widespread use of incarceration as a crime control measure for drug
offenders” (1994, 205) (see exhibit 1).°

Zimring and Hawkins’ research in California leads them to be equally skeptical
about the impact of incapacitation—particularly its effect on the violent crimes
of homicide, assault, and robbery (1995, 126). Zimring and Hawkins also make
a technical point that is particularly relevant to this era of escalating sentences.
They explain that, assuming initial predictions about which offenders are likely

Exhibit 1. Percentage of those rearrested for five offense types
by sanction severity (1 or more years at risk)

Incarceration>1 year 14.1 154 10.3 9.0 41.0
(N=156) :

Incarceration<1 year 18.4 26.3 12.4 22.3 56.0
(N=1,389) , .

Probation 15.6 14.0 6.4 9.6 39.0
(N=551)

Fine continuation 18.8 30.3 10.0 16.4 52.2
(N=2,293) o

Dismissed/discharged 23.4 23.4 9.8 17.0 49.5
(N=418)

Statistics :
X? 13.47 46.26 16.53 56.76 91.32
P 097 .000 .035 .000 :000
Gamma .069 -.0002 -.059 -.047 =006

Source: Fagan 1994, 202.
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to commit multiple crimes are correct, the more or less indiscriminate incarcera-
tion of more and more offenders will be subject to the law of diminishing mar-
ginal utility (p. 50).¢ It follows, as Currie argues, that at some point increasing
incarceration will do more harm then good. “Our failure to match the increasing
rates of imprisonment with corresponding increases in programs to reintegrate
offenders into productive lives means that we are steadily producing ever-larger
armies of ex-offenders whose chances of success in the legitimate world have
been diminished by their prison experience. . . .” (1998, 30). Nor can incapacita-
tion prevent the nearly immediate replacement of incarcerated drug dealers by
other dealers on the street.’

It might seem, at least at first glance, that national data belie these arguments
against punishment. After all, the prison population in the United States dou-
bled from 1982 to 1992, while the Bureau of Justice Statistics reported that

in 1992 victimization continued a decade-long decline and personal crime
dropped 26 percent from 1973 to 1990. Savelsberg (1994, 919-920), however,
claims that this linkage is more apparent than real:

[Wihile increasing punishment in combination with stabilizing crime rates
could be perceived as a rational deterrence response, such an interpretation
prompts considerable doubt. First, the steepest and steadiest increase in
incarceration rates began in 1980, when the crime rate had already been
leveling out during the preceding four years. Second, the incarceration rate
increased by more than 50 inmates per 100,000 population between 1980
and 1984 without resulting in any change in the crime rate. In the following
years (1984—1989) the incarceration rate grew by an additional 50 again
without achieving any change in crime rates. Since 1989 the increase in
incarceration rate has again been 50, as in the two preceding five-year
periods, without changing the trend in crime rates but at considerable
expense in times of a sluggish economy, declining budgets, and an eroding
public infrastructure.

Thus there are many reasons to be dubious about the privileging of punishment
in U.S. crime control policy.

Of late, even longtime conservative supporters of punishment as crime control
seem to be reconsidering their position (see Davey 1998, 107). Tonry (1995,
119) tells us that Wilson himself seems to be persuaded that, at least with
respect to drugs, we have reached the point of diminishing returns:

After surveying research and experience through 1990, James Q. Wilson,

for two decades the country’s leading conservative scholar of crime control
policy and research, concluded that “significant reductions in drug use will
come only from reducing demand for those drugs . . . the marginal product
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of further investment in supply reduction is likely to be small.” He reports
“that I know of no serious law-enforcement official who disagrees with
this conclusion. Typically, police officials tell interviewers that they are
fighting a losing war or, at best, a holding action.”

According to an article in the New York Times, national drug czar Gen. Barry
McCaffrey has come to much the same conclusion—namely that “we can’t
incarcerate our way out of the problem” and that drug treatment programs
would be more effective and would save a great deal of money (Egan 1999).
Note similarly that Margaret Thatcher’s conservative government, in a 1990
white paper, concluded that although deterrence was “a principle with much
immediate appeal,” it was “unrealistic” to assume criminals were rational
calculators when the evidence showed that crime was more impulsive. Canada,
under the conservative government of Brian Mulroney, in a 1993 report pro-
posed moving away from deterrence and toward prevention (Tonry 1995, 19).

Although there are, in sum, good reasons to be dubious about the effect of pun-
ishment on crime, our core claim is that, whether or not punishment actually
works as an instrument of crime control, the Nation pays a heavy price for priv-
ileging punitive crime control policies. It is to these costs that we now turn.?

The costs of punishment

To fully appreciate the costs of punitive policies, it is necessary to factor in
some aspects of the prevailing policy matrix that are not, strictly speaking,
punitive. Feeley and Simon (1992) call attention to a “new penology” with an
extensive impact on politics and culture in the United States. As they see it, the
key is not just that sentences are getting longer and punishment practices are
becoming harsher and more unforgiving; more insidiously, the United States is
confronting crime by an array of public-sector and private-sector risk reduction
policies. This approach, which Diana Gordon (1994) has dubbed “the return of
the dangerous classes” and Mike Davis (1990) has portrayed in his exposé of
“fortress LA,” puts the emphasis on managing crime by using risk profiles to
insulate the law-abiding from the lawbreakers.

This new penology thus fuels, and is fueled by, suspicion and stereotyping that
are turning Americans against one another. Among the relevant policies is tar-
get hardening, which ranges from putting identification numbers on personal
property and creating neighborhood watch groups through using a bewildering
variety of home, office, automobile, and personal security devices to building
gated communities that literally wall off portions of society from one another.
There are also more proactive versions of the new penology. These include
offender profiling by street cops, highway patrolmen, and officials monitoring
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airports or border crossings. Then there are the street cameras, zero-tolerance
policing, and the ever-more pervasive presence of metal detectors.

The impact of these policies, while falling most heavily on the marginalized, is
diffuse and indiscriminate—altering the nature of society for everyone (Cohen
1985; Feeley and Simon 1992). The energy and resources of the new penology
are introduced preemptively and premised on a sense of imminent danger from
a criminal element beyond redemption and rehabilitation. Further, the state
enlists the citizenry to participate actively in law enforcement (neighborhood
watch) and in risk reduction (home security) and to accept without question
intrusive interference (e.g., metal detectors) with everyday activities.

Retreat from criminal justice and the rule of law

Elements of this new penology are clearly at odds with the core values embod-
ied in American justice. Gordon (1990, 16-35) notes the weakening of Miranda
protections and the exclusionary rule, the expanding use of preventive detention,
and the enormous increases in spending on criminal justice hastened by the
punitive response to crack cocaine. For Gordon, these protections define our
longstanding commitment to limited government, a commitment that is quietly
eroding in the face of an expanding and interventionist “justice juggernaut.”
These trends ought to concern us, she says:

[Blecause the procedural protections of criminal law are emblematic of this
society’s commitment to limits in the state’s authority over the citizen. . . .
The rights of defendants are also the rights of students, employees, tenants,
and everyone else who is ever in a position to be coerced by the exercise of
government power over individuals. (p. 35)

It might be argued that Gordon and those who share her views of current devel-
opments are simply disappointed liberals complaining about the conservative
shift in law enforcement—but there is more to the story than that.

Such developments seriously erode the common ground of criminal justice in
the United States—common ground that, as Herbert Packer wrote many years
ago, has united “due process” liberals and ‘““crime control” conservatives. At the
heart of this common ground are ex post facto restrictions requiring that law
enforcement and the criminal process begin with a clear delineation of the con-
duct proscribed as criminal. In other words, “the criminal process ordinarily
ought to be invoked by those charged with the responsibility for doing so, only
when it appears that a crime has been committed and when there is a reasonable
prospect of apprehending and convicting its perpetrator” (Packer 1968, 155).°
All of this is put at risk by a new penology that anticipates criminal activity, acts
on the probability that it is forthcoming, and targets groups of people. Although
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the state is implicated in, and influenced by, these
repressive developments, these developments also play
out at other sites of social control—the family, the
workplace, and the community (Cohen 1985; Gilliom
1996; Garland 1996).

Weakening of inner-city families and
communities

Christopher Stone of the Vera Institute noted that
prisons are “factories for crime” (as cited in Schlosser
1998); increases in gang violence in our cities can be
linked to the networking, recruiting, and leadership
opportunities provided to gangs by incarceration.
Blumstein, as we noted earlier, makes the same point
in calling attention to the postrelease downside of
incapacitation (1998, 133). But Stone’s argument
goes beyond the specifically criminogenic drawbacks
of extensive incarceration. “[T]he culture of the pris-
ons, he claims, is rapidly becoming the culture of the
streets” (as cited in Schlosser 1998, 77). Michael
Tonry (1995, 6-7) puts this broader point as follows:

Particularly since 1980, the effects of crime con-
trol policies have been a major contributor to
declining levels of lawful employment by young
black males. The extraordinary levels of black
male involvement with the justice system . . . are
a serious impediment to the achievement of wel-
fare policy goals. . . . No solution to the prob-
lems of the urban underclass . . . can succeed if
young men are not part of it. The crime problem

is no longer simply a criminal justice concern. Unless America can devise
ways to make its crime control policies less destructive of poor black
males and poor black communities, there can be no solution to the prob-

lems of the black underclass.

Meares and Kahan make a similar point about the impact of proactive policing
that focuses on “the incarceration of geographically concentrated, low-level
dealers inevitably lead[ing] to family disruption, unemployment, and low eco-
nomic status—all of which create social disorganization” (1998, 813; italics in
original). The underlying point is that there is a mutually reinforcing relation-
ship between the incarceration of so large a proportion of African-American
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males, the declining formal and informal control in communities, and the rise
of “no-go” areas that has been noted in the inner city (Dahrendorf 1985).

Contemporary prison construction and sentencing reform reveal a parallel prob-
lem of the opportunity costs of punitive policies. “Today the United States has
approximately 1.8 million people behind bars . . . more people than any other
country in the world” at a cost of approximately $35 billion a year (Schlosser
1998, 53-54). This reflects a choice to invest in a redistribution of resources
not only from other segments of the criminal justice system but also from
inner-city schools to rural prisons (Schlosser 1998). Beckett (1997, 106) stated:

Between 1976 and 1989, the percentage of state budgets allocated to edu-
cation and welfare programs declined dramatically—the former by 12%
and the latter by 41%. Across the states, the average monthly welfare bene-
fit shrank from $714 to $394 (in 1995 dollars) between 1979 and 1993. . ..
Meanwhile, state and federal “correctional” expenditures grew by 95%

and 114% (respectively) between 1976 and 1989 and continue to increase
dramatically.

The budgetary impacts of these investment decisions were also apparent at the
Federal level as a result of the Reagan administration’s war on drugs. From 1981
to 1991, Federal Bureau of Investigation antidrug funding increased from $8
million to $181 million, Drug Enforcement Administration funding increased
from $86 million to $1,026 million, and Department of Defense antidrug fund-
ing grew from $33 million to $1,042 million (Beckett 1997, 123, note 36). At
the same time, funding for the National Institute on Drug Abuse was cut from
$274 million to $57 million (1981-84) and Department of Education antidrug
funding dropped from only $14 million to a mere $3 million (Beckett 1997, 53).

Deterioration of political discourse

In addition to the social and fiscal burdens of a largely punitive and risk-aversive
crime control regime, these policies and practices also have had a corrupting,
albeit difficult to measure, impact on how we think about the nature of crime
and crime control, and on political discourse more generally. The result is to
impoverish public debate not only over crime and crime control but over the
nature and condition of the social contract.

Thus, current patterns for investing public dollars seem to reflect what Tonry
(1995) tellingly refers to as “malign neglect”: political indifference and/or obliv-
iousness to the decimation of a generation and to the centrifugal forces that are
dividing the Nation against itself. Similarly, Sampson and Bartusch (1998) argue
that our current law enforcement practices are part of a broader range of social
policies that add to the disproportionate burdens borne by those who live in
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neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage. As they see it, escalating imprison-
ment rates, more intensive surveillance, less available health care, deteriorating
inner-city schools, and more aggressive police practices all add to the ordeal of
families and communities already most victimized by crime.

Currie (1998, 6) calls attention to the failure of political leaders to address
these broader issues and, in so doing, to settle for, and contribute to, an impov-
erished political discourse:

Neither presidential candidate in 1996 spoke to the issues raised by the
mushrooming of America’s prisons or offered an articulate response to the
crisis of violence among American youth. Instead, the candidates reached
for the most symbolic and least consequential issues: both Clinton and Dole,
for example, supported the extension of the death penalty, along with a vague
call for “victims’ rights,” boot camps, and school uniforms. . . . The political
debate, such as it is, has become increasingly primitive and detached from
what we know about the roots of crime and the uses and limits of punishment.

In other words, candidates tend to ignore crime prevention and job creation
while their fixation with punishment leaves people confused and “continually
bombarded with the myths, misconceptions, and half-truths that dominate
public discussion, while the real story is often buried in a specialized technical
literature” (Currie 1998, 6-7) or obscured by circumlocutions central to law
enforcement (Klockars 1988).

The history of crack is one example of how disinformation impoverishes public
debate and has a destructive impact on those communities most victimized by
crime. According to a New York Times article, crack struck fear in American
society, but crack use fell long before harsh penalties were imposed, leaving a
legacy of continued drug use, harsh penalties, crowded prisons, aggressive
policing of minor disorders, and diminished respect for fairness in the criminal
justice system. “Crack prompted the nation to rewrite its drug laws, lock up a
record number of people and shift money from schools to prisons. It trans-
formed police work, hospitals, parental rights, and courts. Crack also changed
the racial makeup of American prisons. . . . But the harsh laws responding to
crack have not reduced overall drug use” (Egan 1999).

Taken together, the costs of our punitive and preemptive campaign against
crime are socially and politically disabling. Even if the crime control case for
these policies was stronger than we believe it to be, this would be dubious
public policy at best. How then is the dogged adherence to a punitive policy
agenda to be explained? For us, as the title of this article clearly suggests, the
explanation is political.
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The Political Construction of Crime and
Punishment

A substantial, and in our view convincing, body of data indicates that the poli-
tics of crime and punishment are a classic instance of what Murray Edelman
(1977) refers to as “words that succeed and policies that fail.” Winning and
holding public office, not crime control, are driving the policymaking process.
And in politics, as Katherine Beckett (1997) has put it, “crime pays”—at least
insofar as it becomes the occasion for a punitive political discourse and for
punitive policy initiatives (Scheingold 1984, 71).

But why, how, and for whom do punitively inflected politics of crime and pun-
ishment pay? Just what are the political calculations that lead toward punitive
policies? Our answer to these questions diverges sharply from the views of
both the liberal and conservative mainstream. According to the mainstream
commentators, the politics of crime and punishment are, for better (the conser-
vative position: Wilson 1985) or worse (the liberal position: Windlesham 1998),
driven from below by aroused citizens. In contrast, nonmainstream critics are
inclined to attribute the politics of crime and punishment to the more or less
conscious efforts of powerful elites to preserve the prevailing hegemony
(Quinney 1980 and Hall et al. 1978).

To our way of thinking, these narratives at best tell only part of the story and at
worst lead us astray in significant ways. Our reading of the data indicates that
punitive policies are driven from above as well as from below. The top-down
explanations are much closer to the mark and, at the very least, provide insight-
ful correctives to the bottom-up mainstream narratives. Political leaders are not,
however, free agents in this process. And although there is a punitive impulse
from below, it is neither as insistent nor as decisive as the conventional wisdom
suggests. Finally, the available data fail to establish a reliable association
between crime, fear of crime, or criminal victimization and either punitive ini-
tiatives from above or punitive impulses from below. Instead, the politics of
punishment draw sustenance from other more fundamental problems—many
of which might reasonably be seen as root causes of crime.

All of this will be explored in more detail. For the time being, suffice it to say
that our analysis leads to a more complex, multilayered, and interactive vision
of the politics of crime and punishment than emerges from either the top-down
or the bottom-up accounts. We also want to underscore the centrality of empiri-
cal evidence in our account and, thus, the sharp contrast between it and the
impressionistic narratives dominating so much of public and criminological
discourse on these political issues. As one of us has written elsewhere, “crimi-
nologists tend to think of the political side of things, when they think of it at
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all, as both too simple and too elusive to warrant their attention” (Scheingold
1998, 860). Take, for example, the undocumented assertion of the otherwise
scrupulously precise criminologist Alfred Blumstein:

It is clear that in the current era, where the political expediency of indulging
the public’s intense concern about crime is sufficiently attractive and the
political risk of failing to do so and being labeled “soft on crime” is suffi-
ciently frightening—the role of research findings in the public policy arena
does seem largely to have been put aside, though only temporarily one
would hope. (1997, 359; italics added)

We are, of course, in complete agreement with Blumstein concerning the wide
gap between criminological knowledge and crime control policy. But we take
issue with Blumstein attributing punitive policies to “the public’s intense
concern about crime.” We are not alone in calling attention to the constitutive
contribution of politics to crime control policy, and the work of these political
criminologists figures prominently in the analysis that follows.

Decoupling the politics of punishment from crime

Over the years, the substantial body of data generated in the United States has
failed to establish the associations that might reasonably be expected between
crime rates, on one hand, and fear of crime, punitive public attitudes, and incar-
ceration rates on the other (Scheingold 1984, 38-49). Similarly, Tonry reprinted
a U.S. Department of Justice table that indicates a lack of association between
crime and incarceration rates (see exhibit 2).

Christie has found the same disassociation between incarceration and crime
rates in a variety of countries in Eastern and Western Europe as well as in the
United States—including, for example, Norway, Finland, and the Netherlands
(1994, 22-33).

Beckett (1997, 28-44) and Savelsberg (forthcoming) interpret this disconnec-
tion between crime rates and a variety of political variables as an indication
that public concern about crime follows rather than precedes punitive political
initiatives like the war on drugs (see exhibits 3 and 4). According to this way of
looking at things, crime control policy cannot properly be thought of as democ-
racy at work. Political leaders simply do not seem to be responding to a fright-
ened, victimized, and punitive public (Scheingold 1984, 49-54).

It seems much closer to the mark to think of punitive policies as starting at the
top, so to speak, and being driven by the electoral needs of political leaders—
rather than by either the crime rate or by public clamor. This is not to say that
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Exhibit 2. Crime and incarceration rates, State and Federal prisons,
1960-90 (per 100,000 population)

es | Violent crimes Incarceration
1960 : 1,887 161 117
1965 : 2,449 200 108
% change 196065 +30 +24 -8
1970 3,985 364 96
% change 1965-70 +63 +82 -11
1975 5,282 482 111
% change 1970-75 +33 +32 +16
1980 5,950 597 138
% change 1975-80 +13 +24 +24
1985 5,206 556 200
% change 1980-85 -13 -7 +45
1990 5,820 732 292
% change 1985-90 +12 +32 +46
Note: From William P. Barr, 1992, The Case for More Incarceration, Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Department of Justice, Office of Policy Development, table 2; U.S. Department of Justice,
Federal Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reports, various years; U.S. Department of
Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Prisoners in America, various years. Data presented in
boldface not provided in The Case for More Incarceration.
Source: Tonry 1995, 23.

punitive policies are simply imposed on an acquiescent and disinterested pub-
lic. Instead, the politics of crime and punishment emerge out of complex and

reciprocal interactions mediated by a variety of values and institutions—most
prominently via the media (Scheingold 1991, 172-192).

Consider, for example, the Savelsberg finding of, and explanation for, much
higher incarceration rates in the United States than in Germany. He notes that
“[n]either the German nor the American patterns are directly associated with
changing crime rates” (Savelsberg 1994, 916). Whatever the linkage between
crime rates and incarceration, Savelsberg argues that it must be seen as “medi-
ated in complex ways by many factors” (p. 920), including the institutions and
practices a nation-state selects for its criminal justice systems and the cultural
resonance of punitive crime control messages. We will return to these intricate
interactions shortly, but first we want to present further evidence of the disjunc-
tion between crime rates and the politics of punishment.

Consider the negative correlation between crime rates and imprisonment discov-
ered by Davey (1998) in his bivariate correlations for all 50 States for the period
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Exhibit 3. Correlation of the crime rate, media coverage, and
political initiative with public concern about crime, 1964-74

Crime rate . ~.0067 005
(.011) (.013) (022)

Media initiative 1.2504* 1.3103** 12107%
(.5547) (497) (5372)

Political initiative 1.3711%+ 1.3511%+ 12721%*
(:3509) (:3364) (:3409)

Adjusted R* 5649 5866 S22

* p<.05 e

** p< 01

Source: Beckett 1997, 21.

1972-1992. He also ran a multiple regression analysis including socioeconomic,
racial, and demographic variables and found that neither crime rates nor these
other variables accounted for all of the variance in imprisonment rates. Finally,
Davey selected six matched pairs of adjacent States, where one State had
among the eight highest increases and the other among the eight lowest
increases in imprisonment. Neither crime rates nor socioeconomic factors
entirely accounted for the dramatic differences in imprisonment across these
otherwise similar States.

The differences arose, Davey suggested, from gubernatorial values. States led
by law-and-order governors experienced sharp increases in imprisonment rates.
Adjacent States with more moderate governors avoided an incarceration explo-
sion. For example:

® From 1989 to 1993, Judd Gregg served as Governor of New Hampshire.
In that period, the State’s prison population increased from 103 to 157 per
100,000, while the crime rate fell 12 percent. Governor Gregg used deep
cuts in State support for education to finance the increases in the imprison-
ment costs. He revised sentencing laws to keep young offenders in prison
longer for more minor offenses and encouraged judges to get tough on
crime. In addition, he expanded funding for drug enforcement while “New
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Exhibit 4. Political initiatives and public concern about crime
and drugs

Case 1 25 52 -1.03 31

Crime (January 1968- 1/68 —> 4/68 —> 7/68 —> 10/68 —> 1/69
January 1969) 8% 10% 13% 15% 12%
Case 2 .37 .50 7 .50
Crime (May 1969- 5/69 —» 1/70 —» 5/70 — 10/70 — 2/71
January 1971) 8% 12% 12% 22% 9%
Case 3 _ .38 .53 1.4 .83

Drugs (September 9/88 —> 1/89 —> 5/89 — 9/80 —» 1/90
1988-December 1989) 15% 11% 27% 64% 33%
Case 4 24 42 1.01 .19

Drugs (January 1986— 1/86 —> 4/86 —» 7/86 — 10/86 —> 1/87
January 1987) 1% 3% 8% 11% 5%
Source: Beckett 1997, 14.

Hampshire prisons lacked the funds to provide any kind of drug and alcohol
treatment” (Davey 1998, 52-53).

® For the same period in Maine—a State with another Republican Governor,
John McKernan, a similar socioeconomic profile, and crime rates that also
fell 11 percent—the prison population did not change.

Davey explains that what distinguished the two States was that Gregg was a
law-and-order governor while McKernan took the “direct opposite” position—
supporting gun control, for example, even though it was “not popular in rural
Maine” (p. 54-55). Davey concludes that crime and punishment become public
obsessions through “the political exploitation of public confusion and the fear
of crime” (p. 48).

Of course, Davey’s conclusion begs the question of how and why States with
similar cultures and demographics elect such differently situated governors."
Although we do not directly address this puzzle, our analysis moves in that
direction. We combine macroanalytic and microanalytic accounts of the politics
of crime and punishment. The macroanalytic accounts attribute punitively
inflected policies to structural failings of the liberal state. The microanalytic
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Exhibit 5. Trends in incarceration rates in the United States and
the Federal Republic of Germany, 1961-92

350

300

250

200

150

100

Incarceration rate

1961 1971 1981 1991
Year

—eo— U.S. —— Germany

Note: For the United States, the incarceration rate is for prisoners sentenced to more than 1 year
under the jurisdiction of State or Federal correctional authorities between 1961 and 1992 (see
Cahalan 1986; U.S. Department of Justice 1990b, 1992a; figs. for 1992 are estimated). The incar-
ceration rate (Gefangenenziffer) in Germany is based on Statistisches Bundesamt (1977, 1991;
figs. for 1992 are estimated).

Source: Savelsberg 1994, 917.

accounts look directly at the policymaking processes at different levels of gov-
ernment. These accounts are not mutually exclusive; each makes meaningful
contributions to our understanding of the politics of crime and punishment.

Punishment, governance, and the decline

of the liberal state

Most broadly conceived, the punitive binge of recent years has been attributed
to the inability of the liberal state to live up to its own ideals." This broader
vision is articulated in related but distinctive and not necessarily compatible
ways in the works of Simon (1997, 1995), Garland (1996), Melossi (1993),

and Christie (1994). For them, a postliberal state unable to maintain the economic
and social conditions minimizing crime and maximizing the well-being of the
society as a whole turns to punitive responses to crime. Incapable of building a
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truly inclusive society and thus vulnerable to various kinds of disorder, the state
turns to punishment, exclusion, and the “new penology” to maintain power and
reinforce the prevailing hegemony. In the words of Jonathan Simon (1997), this
amounts to “governance through crime.” Although there is general agreement
that the politics of crime and punishment are a direct reflection of the problems
of the liberal state, the diagnoses diverge sharply.

Both Christie and Garland see the imposition of punitive crime control strate-
gies as a more or less direct response to unacceptable levels of crime leading
to, and resulting from, a transformation of consciousness. According to Christie
(1994, 23-24):

[We] are in a situation where the old defenses against committing unwanted
acts are gone, while new technical forms of control have been created. God
and neighbors have been replaced by the mechanical efficiency of modern
forms of surveillance. We live in a concrete situation with crime as a mass-
phenomenon. Here anger and anxieties [associated with crime] . . . become
the driving force in the fight against all sorts of deplorable acts.

Garland (1996, 446) states:

Despite the fact that crime has an uneven social distribution, and that high
risk victimization is very much a pocketed, concentrated phenomenon,
crime is widely experienced as a prominent fact of modern life. For most
people, crime is no longer an aberration or an unexpected, abnormal event.
Instead, the threat of crime has become a routine part of modern conscious-
ness, an everyday risk. . . . My claim is that the normality of high crime
rates in late modern society has prompted a series of transformations in
official perceptions of crime, in criminological discourse, in modes of gov-
ernmental action, and in the structure of criminal justice organizations.

In this scenario, elites deploy and play on the fear of crime to encourage acqui-
escence to the concentration of violence in the state. State violence can then be
separated from the moral constraints constitutive of community life by encour-
aging the perception of “even minor transgressions of laws as crimes and their

actors as criminals” (Christie 1994, 23-24).

Crime figures much less prominently in Melossi’s analysis tracing punitive
policies to the economic downturn of the 1970s:

Abruptly, after 1973 the rate of growth in real weekly earnings dropped.
From a 1973 peak of $327.45 in constant (1982-84) dollars, real weekly
earnings slipped to $276.95 during the 1982 recession. In spite of the recov-
ery and the long expansion of the 1980s they continued to fall to $264.76
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in 1990. Thus seventeen years after . . . and in
spite of the vaunted prosperity of the Reagan
years, the real weekly income of the worker in
1990 was 19.1 percent below the level reached in
1973! (Peterson 1991, 30)

As working conditions became more onerous,
Melossi argues, elites used the threat of punishment
as a “social whip” to maintain discipline within an
increasingly alienated workforce. At the same time,
views about economic adversity shifted. Rather than
acknowledging its structural sources, criminologists,
politicians, and other opinionmakers directed atten-
tion to crime and criminals, and, in so doing, nur-
tured a “climate of social disciplining” (Melossi
1993, 266)."” For Melossi, this reframing is better
understood as a reassertion of hegemonic discipline
than as effective crime control—as a way of directing
attention away from a redistribution of income lead-
ing to more class inequality and poverty.

Clearly, Melossi points to a broader crisis in the authority of the liberal state—

et

- and economic policy

‘But -whatever the
nature and sources
of these threats to
the liberal state,
there is general
agreement that they
result in punitive
policies diverting
resources from social

to the agencies of
the criminal justice
system.

one that transcends crime. The breadth of Melossi’s analysis lends weight to
Simon’s “governing through crime” thesis. Melossi moves beyond crime to
challenges to political authority posed not only by the excluded underclass but

also by the discontents among the working poor and other portions of the
working and middle classes. Melossi’s analysis also seems more compatible
with data, already presented, that decouples crime rates from the politics of

crime and punishment. Finally, the broader vision is more compatible with data
showing how punitive preferences are more closely linked to a loss of status
and sense of material deprivation than to fear of crime or victimization.

But whatever the nature and sources of these threats to the liberal state, there is
general agreement that they result in punitive policies diverting resources from
social and economic policy to the agencies of the criminal justice system. In
addition, there is evidence that once under way, these policies generate their
own momentum, driven by increasingly entrenched vested interests. Crime con-
trol is, after all, a big business (Christie 1994) and a huge job creation program

(Schlosser 1998).

Schlosser (1998, 54) argues that decisions to invest in punishment and the

prison construction frenzy that followed are evidence of:
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[a] prison-industrial complex—a set of bureaucratic, political, and econom-
ic interests that encourage spending on imprisonment, regardless of the
actual need. The prison-industrial complex is not a conspiracy. . . . Itis a
confluence of special interests. . . . [Clomposed of politicians, both liberal
and conservative, who have used the fear of crime to gain votes; impover-
ished rural areas where prisons have become a cornerstone of economic
development; private companies that regard the roughly $35 billion spent
each year on corrections not as a burden on American taxpayers but as a
lucrative market; and government officials whose fiefdoms have expanded
along with the inmate populations.

In other words, not only is crime control inescapably sculpted within ongoing
political struggles, but, in addition, the outcomes impact jobs, community, and
citizenship.

From the macroanalytic perspective, then, there is a great deal at stake. To
acknowledge that punitive crime control policy has failed, “would call into
question not just the crime policies themselves but
the success—and the humanity—of the vision as a
whole” (Currie 1998, 8). It also would challenge

the distribution of full employment, private-sector
profits, and a widely accepted and comforting under-
standing of how to make sense of our social prob-
lems. This understanding is anchored in a dramatic
and compelling “myth of crime and punishment” that
conveys the dual message of acute criminality and
of the crime control capabilities of professional law
enforcement practices (Scheingold 1984, 60-75).

At the same time, the macroanalytic, high-stakes
politics of crime control, as identified by Garland,
Christie, Melossi, and Simon coexist with, and are
qualified by, a lower stakes political game. That
political game is more fluid and adaptable. We now turn to this perspective
with its potential for reform.

Punishment, politics, and contingency
within the liberal state

From the macroanalytic perspective, the politics of crime and punishment may
well be about the form and future of the liberal state. Another story needs to be
told, however, about the interior politics of the liberal state. This story reveals a
multilayered, fluid, less deterministic side of the politics of crime and punish-
ment. Although these two perspectives are in tension with one another, they
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are not mutually exclusive. We seek to understand how they interact and, in so
doing, to illuminate both the opportunities for, and the constraints on, reform of
the emergent punitive state. By exploring and explaining the imposing variation
that divides the general public and political elites on punitive approaches to
crime control, we lay the foundation for examining reform.

National and State politics: Campaigning on punishment

It might be expected that reactions to crime by both the public and policymakers
would vary directly with their proximity to crime, but this is not the case. Instead,
insofar as there is a relationship, it is not direct but inverse. Consider, to begin
with, the fear of crime:

Research on fear of crime—the emotional response to possible violent crime
and physical harm—began some 20 years ago with the idea that fear reflects
the possibility of victimization. This notion foundered on two repeated find-
ings: (1) fear levels do not closely reflect local crime rates when social class
is removed from the relationship . . . and (2) fear levels of age-sex group-
ings are inversely related to their victimization rates. (Covington and Taylor
1991, 231)

For example, young males tend to be more victimized but less fearful while the
elderly and women are less likely to be victimized but more fearful. The incon-
gruities compound when we turn to punitive attitudes that do not seem to be
associated with either victimization or fear. Thus, women are more fearful but
less punitive (Scheingold 1984, 47-48). Most telling perhaps is the so-called
“rural hunting culture” of white males in nonurban settings who are less
victimized and less frightened but more punitive (Stinchcombe et al. 1980).

What is true of public attitudes is also reflected in policy. Broadly speaking,
crime control policies in urban jurisdictions with the most crime tend to be
distinctly less punitive than those developed by the Federal and State govern-
ments. These outcomes are generally consistent with the distribution of public
attitudes. Since urbanites are the most ambivalent about punishment, it stands
to reason that urban political elites would court controversy by politicizing
crime and would simultaneously be more receptive to nonpunitive policies.
Conversely, as the skeptical urban constituency is diluted at the State and
Federal levels, the influence of the more distant and punitive publics probably
increases. But how do we explain the underlying discrepancy between distance
from and attitudes toward crime and punishment? Punitive attitudes are driven
by expressive rather than instrumental motivations. Ellsworth and Gross
(1994) report that respondents who support the death penalty do not necessari-
ly believe in it as a crime control technique; nor, for that matter, does support
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decrease as crime stabilizes or falls. These findings led Ellsworth and Gross
to conclude that support for the death penalty is largely moral and absolute—
expressive rather than instrumental: “Research suggests that fear is not the
driving emotion. Future research should focus on other emotions, particularly
frustration and anger. Anger is the most positive of the negative emotions,
because it is the only one that confers a sense of power” (p. 45).

Note that Ellsworth and Gross mention frustration and anger but not specifically
frustration and anger about crime.

The link between punitive attitudes and crime is further attenuated by data gen-
erated in Tyler and Boeckmann’s (1997) study of “three strikes” legislation. They
found both strong public support for a California “three strikes and you’re out”
initiative and reasons why that support cannot be taken at face value. Enthusiasm
for the punitive three-strikes approach to crime control, it turned out, could not
be traced directly to public reactions against crime but rather to public reactions
against a rather amorphous sense that “social conditions” and “underlying social
values” have become too precarious (p. 255). In short, those citizens who feel
that the moral and social cohesion that holds society together is declining are
more supportive of punitive public policies (p. 258).

Although crime may well be one indicator of social malaise, there are of course
many others. Consider the unsettling social upheavals that this society has
experienced in recent decades, the so-called “culture wars” (Hunter 1991) aris-
ing from challenges to established hierarchies along race and gender lines, and
the struggle between secular and religious values. Consider also the neoliberal
reconfiguration of the American economy with reduced job security, increased
material inequality, and a weakened social safety net. Many Americans have,

in short, been working harder but earning less in jobs that may be temporary
and/or insecure.

Given this context, crime can serve as a condensation symbol—a vehicle for
channeling other deeply felt concerns about society into amplified fears of
crime (Melossi 1993; King 1989; Hall et al. 1978; Beckett 1997). For a host
of reasons, those in distress might displace their anxieties onto crime—even
if they themselves were not threatened by it. Kathlyn Gaubatz’s research on
“crime in the public mind” leads her to conclude that criminals are among the
last socially acceptable targets for venting our anger and resentments in an
increasingly tolerant society and thus our “insufficiently actualized negative
feelings” are eagerly and resolutely directed at them.

Many Americans have decided to tolerate behavior which they neverthe-
less find bothersome. Thus they go about their lives, still carrying the bur-
den of feeling that their fellow citizens are engaging in activities which
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are somehow distasteful, unnatural, sinful, dangerous, immoral, or uppity.
But they choose not to release that psychological burden into advocacy

of prohibitions on these activities. . . . [As a result, they have been] devel-
oping a pool of insufficiently actualized negative feelings, and . . . they
[have] needed some place to put them. What better place than in strenuous
opposition to the acts of criminal offenders? (1995, 162)"

Moreover, in contrast to the readily acknowledged complexity of economic,
social, and cultural problems, taking a bite out of crime seems like a rather
straightforward proposition. These simple truths about crime and punishment
are readily accessible as common sense (Scheingold 1991, 4-7), although the
available data lead in unequivocally counterintuitive directions.

There are also reasons why an expressive reaction to crime, generated at a
distance from it to displace a broader malaise, would privilege punishment—
regardless of beliefs about punishment’s effectiveness. If, for example, the
public turns to matters of crime and punishment in reaction to hard-to-grasp
economic problems or to objectionable social and cultural changes, punishment
tends to become an end in itself. As Ellsworth and Gross put it in connection
with their research on support for the death penalty:

It is not hard to understand why many people support capital punishment
even though they believe it does not deter crime and is not fair. The death
penalty is concrete, it is forceful, and it is final (which nothing else seems
to be); it is something, and being for it means that you insist that something
be done. (1994, 42; italics in the original)

In short, the anxieties associated with unwelcome social, economic, and cul-
tural transformations generate anger, and punishment becomes a vehicle for
expressing that anger. Conversely, more permissive responses to crime are less
likely to discharge anger and anxiety than to compound them.

It stands to reason that if we turn to the world of crime and punishment for
solace, we are unlikely to be receptive to the messages of enlightened lib-
eralism. We do not want to hear that we are all responsible or that there is
no definitive solution to the problems of crime, nor that we should turn the
other cheek. (Scheingold 1984, 71)

The problem with this vague message is that it imports into the world of crime
and punishment the same sense of futility we are fleeing and also forecloses the
opportunity to express anger.

Politicians are attracted to punishment in part because their constituents are
attracted to it. Politicians are, of course, always in search of campaign issues.
Valence (largely symbolic and expressive) issues, like anticommunism, for
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example, are particularly attractive in that they unite sizable majorities. The
only challenge with respect to valence issues is to present them in ways that
work for you and against your opponent. Certainly in presidential politics, street
crime has frequently served as an effective valence
¢ issue, especially for conservative Republicans. Not
Proximity does not only is there overwhelming agreement that street
crime should be reduced, it has the added attraction
of arousing strong emotions—something capable
: of gaining a firm grip on the public imagination
crime. On the con- (Scheingold 1984, 68). Much the same seems to be
trary, those closest true at the State level—going back to the 1960s.
to crime tend to Indeed, Ronald Reagan’s 1966 law-and-order cam-
be less punitive, in paign for Governor set the tone for much of what was
to follow in presidential politics (Berk, Brackman,
and Lesser 1977, 59). More broadly, the California
legislature seemed inclined to invoke criminal law
indiscriminately. “[T]he almost universal response
a symbolic, stake to a wide spectrum of perceived social problems was
in effective crime increased criminalization” (p. 300).

control strategies.

make people less
concerned about

large part, precisely
because they have
a real, rather than
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This does not mean, however, that politicians are sim-
ply responding to the demands of their constituents, as
many argue. On the contrary, politicians have their own
reasons for stoking the punitive fires. Street criminals, who are objectionable in
their own right, are also serviceable surrogates for displacing other discontents.
Accordingly, campaigning on crime provides politicians with an opportunity to
divert the public’s attention to crime and away from underlying social, economic,
and cultural problems. Dealing with these latter issues (e.g., reducing inequality,
enhancing job security, and confronting cultural cleavage) is likely to be both cost-
ly and divisive. Although punishing criminals has been a fiscal burden, it has not
been divisive and, indeed, has been the foundation on which enduring and suc-
cessful political coalitions have been constructed at the national and State levels.
Moreover, for presidential candidates and members of Congress to divert attention
from the economy to crime is to refocus the public’s attention from problems for
which the Federal Government is responsible to a problem for which local and
county officials have primary responsibility.

s o s

Urban politics: Punishment as contested value

Although a punitive consensus emerges readily among those who are distanced
from crime, proximity seems to reduce, or at least to destabilize, both instru-
mental and expressive forms of support for punishment. Those living closest to
crime are not as likely to embrace get-tough policies, and local political leaders
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are less inclined to campaign on crime. In short, a reverse synergy exists between
politics and punishment in high-crime urban settings. The result is that, at the
local level, both political leaders and the public tend to be more ambivalent
about punitive responses to crime.

Proximity does not make people less concerned about crime. On the contrary,
those closest to crime tend to be less punitive, in large part, precisely because
they have a real, rather than a symbolic, stake in effective crime control strate-
gies. For those in close proximity to crime, it is neither an expressive abstrac-
tion nor a political opportunity. The data also indicate that for both officials
and the public generally, crime is not readily separable from a host of concrete
structural problems, such as unemployment or inferior educational opportuni-
ties, that are associated with crime and, arguably, contribute to it. At the same
time, those familiar with the forces driving marginalized Americans toward
crime are less likely to be receptive to the moral case for punishment—espe-
cially punishment unaccompanied by measures to reduce crime and strengthen
communities. In short, proximity to crime generates an intense engagement that
casts doubt on both the easy moralizing and the superficial policy calculations
associated with exclusively punitive crime control strategies.

Another reason that punitive wars against crime are of limited appeal in urban
areas is because they tend to be racially divisive (Beckett 1997; Hall et al.
1978). Attitudinal research reveals that African-Americans respond to punish-
ment with more skepticism than do whites. Although, at first glance, there
appears to be “a fair degree of consensus between blacks and whites,” with
blacks only slightly less punitive than whites (Cohn, Barkan, and Halteman
1991, 291), this agreement is more apparent than real.

In the first place, blacks and whites invest their punitive preferences with dis-
tinctly different meanings. Cohn, Barkan, and Halteman found that punitive
attitudes among blacks are instrumentally driven by a fear of crime, whereas
among whites punitiveness is rooted in “prejudice” (1991, 293). Insofar as
punitive preferences are driven by prejudice, they are visceral and expressive
and are thus unlikely to be influenced by even the most successful crime con-
trol strategies. Recall the research mentioned earlier that found peak punitive-
ness within the rural white hunting culture—among those, that is, who are
neither threatened by, nor fearful of, crimes. Conversely, insofar as blacks are
responding to a fear of victimization, they are more likely to evaluate punish-
ment in instrumental terms.

Moreover, although African-American attitudes toward punishment are not
exclusively instrumental, the expressive element tends to mobilize blacks
against punishment. Consider, in this regard, Sasson’s focus group research
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conducted among African-Americans. His Boston area neighborhood crime
watch groups were strongly attracted to conspiratorial explanations of the high
crime rates among blacks. These African-American respondents were willing
to attribute “the drug trade and ‘black-on-black’ violence to the clandestine
actions of powerful whites” (Sasson 1995, 266). Starkly put, there was an
inclination to credit what most Americans find incredible: high crime in
African-American neighborhoods as the intended consequence of genocidal
policies pursued by white elites. According to Sasson, blacks are receptive to
conspiracy theories because of “the absence of a public discourse on crime
corresponding to African-American popular wisdom” (p. 281)." Specifically,
conspiracy theories flourish, he says, largely because there is no space in
mainstream explanations of crime for one of the central “facts” of the African-
American experience: the brutal reality of white racism.

If there are African-Americans who see crime itself as part of a deliberate plan
fomented by whites to destroy black communities, it stands to reason that puni-
tive responses to crime would be perceived as inextricably linked to the same
plot. Blacks are, after all, being incarcerated in astonishing numbers while also
being disproportionately subjected to police violence. Zero-tolerance policing,
a centerpiece of urban anticrime strategies, is certainly intrusive and seems to
be leading to increased police violence. Even police officers who believe in

the effectiveness of zero-tolerance law enforcement are sensitive to its problem-
atic repercussions. According to James Savage, president of the Patrolmen’s
Benevolent Association in New York City:

When zero-tolerance tactics were first introduced by the department, crime
was at an all time high. . . . Now that crime is way down, an adjustment
of the strategy is required. If we don’t strike a balance between aggressive
enforcement and common sense, it becomes a blueprint for a police state
and tyranny. (Cooper 1999)"

Presumably whites continue to be less afflicted by this increasingly punitive
police presence—thus, further exacerbating the racial schism. According to
Scheingold (1995, 3):

[Wihites are likely to see the best police officers on their best behavior
while African-Americans and other marginalized groups are likely to see
the worst police officers at their worst. But it may also be because whites
expect the police to treat “the dangerous classes” in just the ways that
antagonize minorities. If so, then Andrew Hacker’s ominous admonition
that we are Two Nations: Black and White, Separate, Hostile and Unequal
may apply at least as much to the fight against crime as to other areas of
American life.'
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In short, crime in general and punitive policy initiatives in particular tend to
pit whites against blacks.

Sampson and Bartusch recently conducted a multilevel statistical analysis of

survey data compiled from 8,783 residents of 343 neighborhoods in Chicago

and found that proximity to crime and police misconduct contributed to more
complex attitudes about the nature of crime and punishment.

[N]eighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage display elevated levels of
legal cynicism, dissatisfaction with police, and tolerance of deviance unac-
counted for by sociodemographic composition and crime-rate differences.
Concentrated disadvantage also helps explain why African-Americans are
more cynical about law and dissatisfied with the police. Neighborhood
context is thus important for resolving the seeming paradox that estrange-
ment from legal norms and agencies of criminal justice, especially by blacks,
is compatible with the personal condemnation of deviance. (1998, 777)

This does not mean that African-Americans are more accepting of crime, but
their desire to reduce crime coexists with deep cynicism about, and distrust
of, the criminal justice system (Podolefsky 1983; Hagan and Albonetti 1982).
The increasing influence of minorities in urban electoral politics tends, then,
to inject a moderating influence into policy choices.

With crime such a racially divisive issue, political and civic elites in urban
areas have reasons not to campaign on crime—reasons for avoiding the issue
rather than deploying it. Just this finding emerged from the most comprehen-
sive available research, the Governmental Responses to Crime Project (Jacob
and Lineberry 1982). Ten cities were examined over the 30-year period 1948 to
1978. To be sure, there were instances of successful campaigning on crime. The
overall message of that research was, however, that most of the time, in most of
the 10 cities, crime was not a salient issue. Similar findings emerged from a
case study by one of the authors. That research, conducted in the 1980s, found
that central city blacks were much less willing to support get-tough policies
than were similarly situated whites (Scheingold 1991, 50-55). With civic elites
arrayed against them, neither the law-and-order campaigns nor the campaigners
were able to establish an influential, much less an enduring, political presence.
Once again, occasionally successful law-and-order electoral campaigns were
the exception that proved the rule (p. 66-69).

Electoral and commercial forces also contribute to policy moderation in urban
areas. Civic elites are likely to see the politicization of street crime as bad for
business—Ilikely, that is, to drive people from the inner city to suburban shop-
ping malls, housing developments, and business parks. Unlike their more
distant counterparts in Washington, D.C., and even in State capitals, urban
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political leaders and criminal process professionals are in the front line of
“wars” waged against crime. They are directly answerable to an electorate that,
on one hand, tends to see crime as one of a number of afflictions and, on the
other, witnesses the collateral damage inflicted by overly zealous law enforce-
ment (Scheingold 1995).

In racially heterogeneous urban settings, therefore, punishment and crime both
become contested values rather than valence issues. Rather than symbolic
expressions of putative support for punitive and exclusionary forms of social
control, local crime control debates focus more on what will express moral
approbation in a way that reduces crime and strengthens communities. For

all of these reasons, we believe that urban policymaking processes are more
inclined to take seriously the criminological knowledge that casts doubt on an
exclusively punitive crime control strategy. It is no accident that more balanced
and criminologically informed programs such as community policing and Weed
and Seed programs are being embraced in urban areas. Consider also the find-
ings emerging from a current study of the Weed and Seed program in Seattle.
Local officials, responding to African-American constituents, have negotiated a
partial reversal of the priorities of the Federal program—reducing its emphasis
on punitive weeding provisions and giving more attention and resources to the
preventive seeding provisions (Miller 1999).

This does not mean that the urban setting is devoid of punitive impulses or that
the political ethos is not predominantly punitive from time to time and place to
place."” Rather, our point is that there is substantial receptivity to nonpunitive
responses to crime among local elites, the lay public, and criminal process pro-
fessionals—or to punitive responses that are also reintegrative (Braithwaite
1989). Accordingly, there are definitely insistent political incentives to develop
a more balanced and less obtrusively punitive policy agenda.

Beyond Punishment: Policy and
Political Alternatives

In concluding this paper, our agenda is twofold. On one hand, we sketch in the
broad outlines of a crime control strategy that we believe would make much
better sense than either punishment, per se, or the pervasively intrusive prac-
tices of the new penology. On the other hand, we look more closely at what is
politically feasible. To do so, we balance the opportunities for reform suggested
by our analysis of the political process against the constraints that stem from
the ongoing problems of the liberal state. To invoke the mantra of this paper
once again, our claim is that crime control policies must be understood as polit-
ical choices made in contexts where options are constrained by larger cultural
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and economic forces. Thus, although our analysis separates policy from poli-
tics, they are inextricably interdependent.

Beyond punishment: Strengthening
communities and families

To discuss alternatives to punishment is in no way to argue against the need for
punishment. In analyzing crime control debates, Currie is critical of the politi-
cal right for dismissing prevention in favor of unlimited punishment. But he is
also critical of the left for a failure to focus on crime prevention programs that
work—and, instead, voicing uncritical support for social programs as being
superior in all cases to punishment.

Given what we’ve learned about crime prevention
in recent years, four priorities seem especially
critical: preventing child abuse and neglect,
enhancing children’s intellectual and social
development, providing support and guidance to
vulnerable adolescents, and working intensively
with juvenile offenders. . . . The first priority is to
invest serious resources in the prevention of child
abuse and neglect. The evidence is compelling
that this is where much of the violent crime that
plagues us begins, especially the kinds of vio-
lence we fear the most. (Currie 1998, 81-82)

' We see communlty

Relying heavily on Currie’s analysis and his propos-
als, we advocate an even-handed approach that takes
more cognizance of the structural sources of crime
and puts less emphasis on crime as a volitional act—a
matter, that is, of strictly personal choice (Scheingold
1991, 7-15)."® Fundamentally, this means, in effect,
investing in noncriminal justice system programs that,
according to the available criminological knowledge,
have crime prevention value. In this way, it will be
possible to reduce the need to resort to the punitive
crime control strategies that provide short-term drama
and serve political needs, but tend at the same time to
weaken the communities that are most victimized by
crime. But there are also worthwhile steps that can be taken within the context
of crime control policy per se, and we will begin with them.
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Nonpunitive crime prevention

Crime control policymakers would be well advised to heed medicine’s first
principle: Do no harm. Tonry’s research indicates that this principle has certain-
ly been violated in the so-called war on drugs. Its focus on street dealers and
punitive sentencing policies has, he argues, had foreseeable and destructive
impacts on African-American families and communities. Accordingly, he pro-
poses reducing statutory maximums or establishing strong presumptive upper
limits on punishment severity, abolishing all mandatory penalties, empowering
judges to mitigate sentences based on individual circumstances, and “greatly
limit[ing] the use of imprisonment” while using the money saved to invest in
communities (1995, 41-46).

In addition to eliminating the negative, there are a variety of positive steps

that can be taken within the criminal justice system itself. We believe these will
promote both crime reduction and stronger families and communities. Programs
for repeat offenders can be structured in ways that circumvent the exclusionary
consequences of deterrent, incapacitative, and preemptive strategies. Hope (1995)
and Tremblay and Craig (1995) argue for the crime prevention value of investing
in vulnerable adolescents in ways that build concrete skills and support systems.
According to Currie, this is the strength of programs like Job Corps, where inten-
sive skill training “significantly reduced violent crime among its graduates”
(1998, 102). The key remains a comprehensive and consistent approach that
offers tangible supports (valued skills, activities, stipends, relational networks).
Punitive programs (boot camps) that are currently popular but are of dubious
value (Simon 1995) and treating offenders in isolation are a “prescription for fail-
ure” (Currie 1998, 105). When offenders are treated as “participants in a range of
institutions, from the family to the school and beyond,” success has been shown
to be more likely (Currie 1998, 107).

Community policing has, of course, become a central feature of crime control
strategies throughout the United States. We see community policing as a step
in the right direction but only insofar as it is rooted in a genuine partnership
among police officers, police departments, city governments, and community
residents. Community policing programs should manifestly demonstrate how
they would strengthen the communities most victimized by crime. Similarly, it
is essential that aggressive crime suppression activity not be undertaken with-
out a demonstrated consensus in the communities concerned over the definition
of the problem and the proposed solution. Finally, self-consciously and in con-
sultation with citizen partners, police must avoid practices that, even if effective
in the short term, undermine the relational networks, resources, and informal
social control mechanisms communities depend on to subject unaccountable
power in their neighborhoods to critical public scrutiny (Lyons 1999).
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Meares and Kahan (1998, 816-828) argue along these same lines that a focus
on policing that strengthens communities of concentrated disadvantage would
emphasize different police practices than those currently in place. Reverse
stings, for instance, would spread the disorganizing impact of formal sanctions
across many communities and are likely to be just as effective as buy-busts that
concentrate that impact on those communities already least advantaged (see also
Miller 1999). Curfew laws rather than aggressive gang units, order maintenance
that does not rely on arrests and focuses on the concerns of all communities, and
alliances with African-American churches can each contribute to both crime
prevention and strengthening those communities most victimized by crime.

Structural responses to crime

But to focus on what criminal justice agencies can do on behalf of families and
communities only scratches the surface of the problem. In the United States,
“unlike other advanced societies, we cannot link our early-intervention pro-
grams to national-level health care” and “we have
traditionally over-estimated the capacity of purely
educational strategies to over-come the effects of
endemic poverty, community disorganization, and
economic insecurity” (Currie 1998, 98-100). In short,
we agree with Currie that it is necessary to combine
social service interventions with investments in struc-
tural reform.

Consider in this connection Tremblay and Craig’s
(1995) detailed review of the literature evaluating
programs designed to prevent crime by reducing
developmental risk factors. They conclude that
“money invested in early prevention is money saved
later on remedial services in school, social, physical,
and mental health services for families and correc-
tional services for juveniles and adults” (p. 224).
Programs that target children engaging in unusually
disruptive behavior, experiencing cognitive difficul-
ties, or being subjected to poor parenting had “gener-
ally positive results” (p. 151).

Tremblay and Craig’s review covered many programs,
but one common characteristic of success emerged
consistently. The successful programs invested in teachers, parents, and chil-
dren by distributing resources in the form of concrete skills (such as moral and
legal reasoning skills, conflict management skills, study skills), consistent and
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targeted support systems, caring relational networks (social bonding), and self-
confidence stemming from concrete achievements. These investments paid off
in terms of improved attitudes toward school, better academic performance,
fewer school suspensions or expulsions, an increased capacity to hold a job after
graduation, less drug abuse, and often significantly less criminal behavior
(Tremblay and Craig 1995).

Child abuse itself is a crime linked to 5,000 deaths, 18,000 permanent disabili-
ties, and 150,000 serious injuries per year. Children who survive this threat “are
far more likely to turn to violence themselves as teenagers or adults” (Currie
1998, 82). Abused kids are more likely to engage in serious delinquency (Tonry
and Harrington 1995). One key ingredient of crime prevention strategies is, there-
fore, early and consistent assistance for at-risk families (Currie 1998, 85-86).

In reviewing a prenatal—early infancy program pioneered in Elmira, New York,
Currie concluded that even for those families at greatest risk of producing delin-
quent children, timely and sustained investment that supported the parents and
children led to crime rates that were lower than those of control groups.

The families, in short, represented a tough population, and their children
were heavily exposed to the multiple adversities of poverty and social mar-
ginality. . . . The control children were almost four times as likely to have a
formal juvenile record (22 percent versus 6 percent of the program chil-
dren). And even the relatively rare delinquencies of the program children
were minor. (1998, 97)

Returning to Hope’s review of the literature on community crime prevention, we
note that he underscores the importance of investing in ways that counter the
“nexus of youth poverty and crime emerging in areas where crime and poverty
are concentrating” (1995, 77)."

In the final analysis, then, neither families nor communities are going to be
strengthened without directly tackling the extreme deprivation that “inhibits
children’s intellectual development, breeds violence by encouraging child abuse
and neglect, and undermines parents’ ability to monitor and supervise their
children” (Currie 1998, 135-140). In a context of predominantly punitive,
politically appealing approaches to crime control, families are left without an
alternative to poverty and dependence on state agency. Accordingly, Currie
(1998, 150-157) proposes:

B Living wage campaigns to raise the minimum wage.

® Upgrading part-time work to include benefits and security against arbitrary
layoffs.

® Providing universal health and child care nationally.
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® Creating jobs in inner cities: jobs in child care, child protection, health care,
and public safety.

In short, because chronic joblessness hurts families in ways that cause crime,
Currie suggests that the most intelligent crime prevention approach would
focus on reforming work rather than welfare. People who work should be able
to earn enough to support their families. More broadly, the idea is to place the
welfare of at-risk families and the well-being of communities most victimized
by crime at the top of the criminal justice agenda. These are, after all, sites
“where the strains and pressures of the larger society converge to influence
individual development” (Currie 1998, 141).

Because areas of concentrated disadvantage lack precisely those resources needed
to mobilize the informal social controls associated with strong communities, a
failure to make the necessary structural investment inevitably leads to punishment
as the only meaningful alternative. As Hope puts it: “Disintegrating urban com-
munities may need significant social investment in their institutional infrastruc-
ture to offset the powerful tendencies of destabilization of poor communities
within the urban free-market economy” (1995, 78). Unlike whites fleeing to the
suburbs, privatization in fortress communities is not an option for these commu-
nities. For crime prevention to make sense, investment in the strength of these
communities is an indispensable complement to punishment. As for punishment
itself, there is reason to believe that forms of punishment that are reintegrative
will strengthen communities more than those that are strictly exclusionary
(Braithwaite 1989).

Beyond punishment: The politics of reform

The political struggle over crime control policy takes place inside and outside
the communities most victimized by crime. Within the afflicted communities,
the streets are the site of encounters over the status and funding of professional
law enforcement, the tax burdens imposed on various business interests, and
the electoral fortunes of political leaders and governing coalitions. We have
already established that punitive tendencies are under considerable pressure in
these urban settings. In our concluding pages, we will demonstrate that even
outside the inner city, punishment is not uncontested, nor is a punitive agenda
indispensable for electoral success.” It is, however, much less clear that a non-
punitive agenda will necessarily translate into the kind of structural reform that
we claim is the key to strengthening communities and families in crisis.

A nonpunitive political ethos?

There are a number of indications that it is not only in the inner cities that sup-
port for punishment is equivocal. Most broadly, the political ethos has never
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really been as punitive as is often thought to be the case (Gottfredson and
Taylor 1987). Throughout the last decade, public opinion research has revealed
a distinctly nonpunitive streak. In the same 1989 survey that found rehabilita-
tion was preferred over punishment by 48 percent to 38 percent, it was discov-
ered that, by a 61- to 32-percent margin, the public believed that attacking
social problems was more likely to deter crime than improved law enforcement
(Gallup Organization 1989, 31). Moreover, when asked about the factors that
are responsible for crime, only 4 percent chose lenient courts and 4 percent
chose lax punishment while 58 percent pointed to drugs, 14 percent to unem-
ployment, and 13 percent to a breakdown in family values (p. 25). In other
words, even if the public is inclined to treat known criminals harshly, they
have a broad sense of the causes of crime and of ways to reduce it.

Consider also the moderation beneath surface enthusiasm for capital punishment.
Between the mid-1960s and the mid-1990s, support for capital punishment grew
from just above 40 percent to more than 75 percent (American Enterprise 1991,
80). It might seem at first glance that these numbers run counter to our proposi-
tion, but research by Bowers, Vandiver, and Dugan suggests why this is not the
case. They report that these polls have been “misinterpreted” and that:

[T]here is now solid evidence that the “prevailing wisdom” of “strong,”
“deep-seated” public support for the death penalty is mistaken. . . . When
people are presented with an alternative to the death penalty that incorpo-
rates both lengthy imprisonment and restitution to murder victims’ families,
and are then asked whether they would prefer the death penalty to such

an alternative, they consistently choose the non-death-penalty alternative.
(1994, 79)

More specifically, in this research conducted in 1991 in New York and Nebraska,
support for capital punishment was cut almost in half when respondents were
presented with the alternative of life in prison without the possibility of release.
Support dropped still further when restitution was added to the life in prison
option (Bowers, Vandiver, and Dugan, 1994, tables 5 and 7). These findings

do not, of course, reveal an aversion to punishment. Indeed, there was strong
agreement in both States that we should be tough on criminals—even tougher
than we already are (table 9). What is revealed, however, is that there is politi-
cal space for enterprising political leaders who refuse to raise the punitive ante
and instead choose the instrumental over the expressive.

Bowers and his associates further demonstrate the existence of this nonpunitive
political space by the responses of legislators to capital punishment. On bal-
ance, the legislators were, if anything, slightly less punitive than their con-
stituents (table 13). On capital punishment, however, they took a tougher line.
Why? Bowers and colleagues state:
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Seven out of ten [New York] legislators believed that their constituents would
prefer the death penalty over any of the other alternatives—when . . . only

one in three voters statewide preferred it to [life without parole], and only

one in five preferred it to [life without parole plus restitution]. (p. 139)

In other words, what drove capital punishment policy in New York was not so
much a punitive public or a punitive legislature as legislative misperception of
public preferences.”

Toward a structural crime control strategy?

The empirical record thus suggests that punitive policies are politically con-
structed on surprisingly uncertain foundations. Research suggests that the gen-
eral public and State agencies are more ambivalent and more conflicted about
punitive policies than a cursory reading of public opinion and State policy
might suggest. Given these crosscurrents, punitively inflected politics of crime
and punishment are hardly inevitable. On the other hand, there is no quarreling
with the electoral success that has been achieved by hardline campaigning on
crime in State and presidential politics.

So even if we are correct and it is possible to steer a nonpunitive course, is
there any reason to believe that it is likely? And, moreover, is there any reason
to believe that nonpunitive policies will progress to genuine structural reform?
Certainly fiscal prudence would militate against further prison construction.
But States continue to build prisons at an alarming rate. Perhaps fiscal disci-
pline will kick in—but perhaps not. After all, as indicated previously, prison
construction as well as many other policies and practices associated with the
emergent punitive state have a built-in economic payoff.

We do, however, see a glimmer of hope elsewhere. Punitively inflected politics
of crime and punishment resonate with anger and anxiety generated by the
interaction of social, cultural, and economic instability. It is therefore hardly
surprising that, given the high level of prosperity that this Nation has enjoyed
during most of the 1990s, neither crime nor punishment has been the veritable
political pot of gold that it once was. Although the rising economic tide has
definitely not raised all boats, it is entirely plausible to believe the influential,
so-called middle class has been sufficiently mollified that it offers less fertile
soil in which to plant the seeds of law-and-order populism. Of course, insofar
as we are correct, this respite from a punitive political ethos will last only as
long as our current prosperity. Still, for the time being, it is reasonable to hope
and expect that the nonpunitive approaches being developed in inner cities are
less likely to be undermined by enterprising outsiders in Washington, D.C., and
in the State capitals.
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On the other hand, the prospects for genuine structural reform seem less prom-
ising. We do believe that with less free-floating public anger and anxiety for
politicians to exploit, it will become increasingly difficult to deploy crime as

a political fig leaf concealing the structural failings of our liberal-democratic
state. But it also seems that the current prosperity has itself provided something
of a fig leaf and, if so, we may be further from facing up to our structural prob-
lems.? In addition, the burden of these problems increasingly falls on those
largely without political voice—the so-called dangerous classes that figure so
prominently in the governing-through-crime literature.

Even if criminal justice agencies pursue more enlightened crime control poli-
cies and practices, there is no reason to believe that macroeconomic policy-
makers will shoulder the redistributive burdens implied by genuine structural
reform. Indeed, it may even be that the better the nonpunitive palliatives work,
the less incentive there will be to undertake structural remedies. Further com-
plicating policy choices is the distinct possibility that redistributive policies
could generate a backlash by fueling the kinds of resentments on which law-
and-order politicians have been preying for many years. Thus, one need not
think of the crisis of the liberal-democratic state as a terminal condition to be
pessimistic about the prospects for the kind of genuine structural reform that
we see as a necessary component of an effective and inclusive crime control
strategy.

Notes

1. Put another way, while criminologically speaking, the case for punishment is contest-
ed terrain, politically speaking, punishment tends to be largely uncontested. A heated
debate among criminologists is thus politically transformed into widespread acclaim for
punishment as both a necessary and a sufficient response to crime.

2. Strictly speaking, Wilson has always given priority to certainty, rather than to severity,
of punishment—as the quoted statement clearly indicates. But this distinction is regular-
ly lost in the public discourse on crime and punishment, and, even in its qualified form,
there is a clear implication that punishment is exclusively about the relationship between
the law-abiding citizens represented by the State and the criminal element.

3. According to Currie (1998, 29): “The incarceration rate has risen much more than
anyone imagined. But there has been no overall decrease in serious criminal violence,
and there have been sharp increases in many places—including many of the places that
incarcerated the most or increased their rates of imprisonment the fastest. The national
incarceration rate doubled between 1985 and 1995 alone, and every major reported vio-
lent crime increased.”
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4. Tonry goes on to note that this research was “commissioned and paid for by the
Reagan administration’s Department of Justice” but had no discernable effect on policy-
makers who, Tonry concludes, could not have used the best available data in deciding

to adopt punitive policies that depend on deterrence (1995, 17-18). The disconnect
between criminology and policymaking is, of course, central to our underlying argument
and will be revisited at length in the next section of this paper.

5. Further, Fagan (1994, 207) suggests that an approach that accounts for contextual
factors like the job market will avoid the “counter-deterrent effects” of strictly punitive
approaches.

6. Blumstein (1998, 132) makes the same point as part of a multifaceted, carefully bal-
anced (but largely skeptical) account of the incapacitative contribution of punitive sen-
tencing to crime reduction. “The incapacitative effects could have been diminished
because the marginal prisoners brought into prison during the expansion [of incarcera-
tion] had lower values of offending frequency . . . than might have been anticipated.”

7. Blumstein (1998) agrees that recruiting replacement drug dealers is likely to reduce
the incapacitative effects of stiff sentences (p. 131), and he takes advocates of incapaci-
tation to task for ignoring its “postrelease” consequences. Unlike Currie, however,
Blumstein believes that these consequences may be both positive and negative (p. 133).

8. In the past S years, there has been considerable discussion about the dramatic reduc-
tion in urban crime—first noted in New York City and attributed to that city’s zero-
tolerance policing, and thus arguably, to punishment. As we see it, the returns are not
yet in and other explanations should probably be taken into account—for example, the
maturation of the drug markets and unemployment rates that are at an all-time low. It
should also be noted that, while our focus is on the prevailing punitive trends in crime
control policy, current policy also includes less punitive approaches, such as community
policing, drug courts, and family violence courts. Clearly, nonincarcerative sanctions
and a concern for rehabilitation remain part of the overall crime control picture. We see
these less punitive approaches as both promising and, in the current punitive context,
unlikely to realize that promise. As currently practiced, initiatives like community polic-
ing, for instance, are often constructed as part of larger punitive efforts emphasizing
public relations, aggressive law enforcement, and empowering the police department,
often at the expense of strengthening those communities most victimized by crime
(Lyons 1999).

9. In his classic study, The Morality of Law, Lon Fuller argues that these are among the
defining elements of law—in his words, “the morality that makes law possible” (1964,
ch. 2).

10. Davey also contrasts the incarceration rates of two other States with similar demo-
graphics and Republican Governors. While South Carolina’s incarceration rate jumped
from 294 to 415 per 100,000 (1985-89), North Carolina’s rate fell from 254 to 250.
According to Davey, the elevated rates in South Carolina were because Governor Carrol

Vorume 1




THE PoLitics ofF CRIME AND PUNISHMENT

Campbell “knew well the value of exploiting the voter’s fear of crime” (1998, 60).
Meanwhile, in North Carolina, Governor James Martin did build some new prisons but
only to ease overcrowding. Despite the danger that building prisons would inevitably
lead to filling them, Davey argues that “in the absence of a ‘law and order’ governor,
that apparently did not happen in North Carolina” (p. 62).

11. Blumstein (1998) provides a criminologically based explanation of the stunning
acceleration of incarceration rates beginning fairly early in the 1970s (see exhibit 5).
Blumstein traces the upturn to criminologist Robert Martinson’s widely read 1974
Public Interest article “What Works? Questions and Answers About Prison Reform.”
Martinson’s answer, drawn from more than a decade of empirical research, was that
nothing worked. Blumstein claims that it was this criminological research that spear-
headed a retreat from rehabilitation and an increasingly insistent demand to get tough
with criminals. We see things differently. The years in which incarceration took off were
also years of double-digit inflation, heated conflict over busing, and white flight—and
just after the height of social turmoil over the war in Vietnam (Scheingold 1991, 66-71).
In other words, for reasons detailed in the pages ahead, we look to the major disloca-
tions of the 1970s to explain the upsurge in incarceration.

12. U.S. Census Bureau data lend credence to Melossi’s analysis. From 1974 to 1994,
the income of the poorest (lowest quintile) Americans fell from 4.3 percent to 3.6 per-
cent of total income earned. Middle-class (the middle three quintiles) income fell from
52.2 percent to 47.3 percent. At the same time, the income of the wealthiest (highest
quintile) Americans increased from 43.5 percent to 49.1 percent (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1996).

13. For a complementary psychoanalytic explanation that links the lure of punishment to
perceptions of declining status and/or material well-being, see Chancer and Donovan
(1994).

14. A newspaper report implicating the CIA in inner-city drug dealing both fueled the
conspiracy fires and revealed how rapidly they tend to spread among African-Americans
(Golden 1996).

15. Retiring San Diego Police Chief Jerry Sanders urges that this statement be taken at
face value and not attributed to a hidden agenda or to political posturing. He argues, as
we have, that “no one is more aware than officers on the beat that arrests and citations
don’t solve many long-term problems” (Sanders 1999).

16. Reactions to the O.J. Simpson trial revealed this same black and white division
on matters of criminal justice, as did the earlier reactions to the Bernhard Goetz incident
(Rubin 1986).

17. It is instructive that both of these studies found substantial urban politicization of
crime only in the mid- to late 1970s—very close to the period when incarceration took
off and society seemed to be coming apart at the seams. This is also, arguably, the peri-
od when conservative whites were making a kind of last-ditch stand against unwelcome
changes in the racial composition and balance of political power in U.S. cities.
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18. We realize that some of these proposals are controversial and that there are prominent
figures, perhaps most notably Charles Murray, who doubt that they will work. Again, we
are treading on contested terrain—rooted, in this instance, in competing and ultimately
irreconcilable views of human nature. Thus, Murray rejects the investment of resources
in improving inner-city schools, concluding that there is “little hope” for success because
the contribution of formal education “has already been realized” (1984, 389). Further,

he rules out several preschool programs he found to be effective, because they were too
costly. He does not, however, contrast these costs with the $100 billion spent on crime
control in 1993 (Beckett 1997, 3)—not to mention the many other costs that we analyzed
earlier. We are under no illusions that we can resolve this longstanding and deep-seated
conflict. Accordingly, our objective is to present the data on which our own judgment
rests. In so doing, we offer what are, at the very least, plausible and promising additions
to the crime control policy repertoire.

19. Hope also acknowledges the importance of incorporating the concerns of victims into
such programs. Because these are areas with concentrations of victims, not just offenders,
he argues on behalf of programs “to protect the fearful, vulnerable, and victimized if the
destabilization of communities is to be arrested” (1995, 77). To ignore victims is likely to
encourage destabilizing forms of flight, blight, and, perhaps, gentrification.

20. With that said, it is important to keep in mind that policies that are not overtly puni-
tive do, nonetheless, contribute to the punitive tide. We have already called attention to
the “new penology”—various forms of surveillance and separation. Although less overtly
punitive, the intrusive practices of the new penology fall heavily on the powerless. For
example, the New York Times recently editorialized about New Jersey’s “racial profiling
and drug interdiction” programs: “In the name of crime-fighting, the [New Jersey State
Police] agency has created a vast surveillance network that engulfs large numbers of
innocent hotel guests” (New York Times 1999, A30). Similarly, private-sector security
devices that protect the social space of the privileged constrict the social space available
to the marginalized. Thus, even if politics within the liberal State are more permeable
and more protean than the politics of the liberal State, it does not necessarily follow that
repression and exclusion will be avoided or mitigated.

21. Similar findings have been uncovered in Indiana by Edmund F. McGarrell and
Marla Sandys (1993).

22. How all this plays out in the long run will depend on the extent to which neoliberal
conceptions of freedom are internalized. As Nikolas Rose (1999, 156-166) persuasively
argues, the insecurities of corporate downsizing, mid-career retraining, and the like are
currently being touted as opportunities to display resilience and resourcefulness. Insofar
as the vicissitudes of the neoliberal market are, thus, successfully transmuted into a hall-
mark of freedom, it could be argued that the there will be less anxiety and anger avail-
able to sustain the politics of law and order. On the other hand, to thus repress anxiety
and insecurity might well trigger resentments that, although more deeply buried, could
provide soil that is at least as fertile for the kinds of political mischief that we have doc-
umented in this paper.
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Dynamics of the
Drug-Crime
Relationship

by Helene Raskin White and D.M. Gorman

This chapter explores changes and continuities in the drug-crime rela-
tionship during the past several decades. First, we discuss the rela-
tionship in a historical context highlighting changes in U.S. Federal
policy. Next, we examine the key methodological issues involved in
empirically understanding the drug-crime connection. In this section
we identify inconsistencies in definitions and measurement of key
variables and discuss the advantages and limitations of alternative
sampling frames. We then trace trends in drug use and crime over time
using national and city-level datasets. These data demonstrate that
trends vary by city and that there is no uniform association between
any type of drug use and any type of crime. After this, we present gen-
eral theoretical models of the drug-crime connection, including that
drug use causes crime, that crime leads to drug use, and that both drug
use and crime are caused by the same factors. Next, we review the
empirical research that supports and refutes these explanatory models.
The review indicates that one single model cannot account for the
drug-crime relationship. Rather, the drug-using, crime-committing
population is heterogeneous, and there are multiple paths that lead to
drug use and crime. The chapter concludes with a discussion of poli-

cy options and implications for the next century.
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Since 1987, when the “war on drugs” intensified in the United States, the
prison population has increased by 114 percent (U.S. Department of Justice
[DOIJ] Bureau of Justice Statistics [BJS] 1998). During this same period, the
proportion of Federal prisoners sentenced for drug offenses rose from slightly
more than 40 to 60 percent. Not surprisingly, the relationship between drug use
and criminal behavior is a source of concern for policymakers and researchers,
as well as the general public. Researchers probing the links between drug use
and crime for the past half century have produced an abundance of contradicto-
ry findings. These disparities have paved an erratic course for social policy.
Antidrug and anticrime policies and programs have been developed and have
received public funding, political endorsement, and popular support in the
absence of any scientific evidence demonstrating their efficacy (Buchanan and
Wallack 1998; Gorman 1998; Reinarman and Levine 1989; Reuter 1997).
Conversely, other policies and interventions languish due to their unpopularity
among politicians and the general public despite research that indicates their
net benefits outweigh their costs. An obvious example of the latter is needle
exchange programs (Weingardt and Marlatt 1998). In this sense, drug control
policies are no different from other areas of social policy. That is, programs
that fit some broad ideological agenda or vision will usually survive regardless
of the scientific evidence (Sowell 1995). Research can help us make informed
decisions among the choices available, but, more often than not, policy deci-
sions concerning crime and drugs will be determined by influences other than
empirical evidence.

Policymakers assume that an important connection exists between drug use
and crime (Watters, Reinarman, and Fagan 1985), yet the precise nature of the
relationship remains elusive. Moreover, policymakers working within different
areas of government have different opinions about how to respond to crime and
drug use. Law enforcement officials typically favor punishment and deterrence,
whereas health and social welfare officials favor prevention and treatment.
When crime and drug use decline, proponents of both approaches readily take
credit; when either or both increase, those same groups point to the deficits of
their opponents and argue that more funding for their favored strategies is
required. As will become apparent in the review that follows, the paths into
crime and drug abuse are numerous and varied; as such, less dogmatism and
greater pragmatism and eclecticism would help us respond to these problems
more appropriately. In addition, we should recognize that demand for drugs
emanates from the tastes and preferences of millions of individuals and families
and that such aspects of life are largely beyond the control of government
(Caulkins and Reuter 1997). Consideration of this very simple fact might have
cautioned the writers of the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988 against declaring that
it was the “policy of the U.S. Government to create a drug-free America by
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1995.” As we will see below, despite spending hundreds of millions of dollars
on the war on drugs between 1988 and 1995, drug use among adolescents
increased during this period.

Given that there are different paths into drug use and crime, and hence, differ-
ent subgroups of criminals and drug users, the nature of the drug-crime
relationship varies, depending on which subgroup is analyzed. Over the past 30
years, the country has witnessed various drug epidemics (for a discussion of the
stages of development of drug epidemics see Chaiken 1993), and, with each,
the nature and rates of drug-related crimes have changed. Early descriptions of
the drug-crime connection were drawn from studies of criminality among nar-
cotic addicts (e.g., Nurco et al. 1984; McGlothlin, Anglin, and Wilson 1978) or
alcoholics (e.g., Collins 1981) or studies of drug use among criminal offenders
(e.g., U.S. DOJ, BJS 1983; Weissman, Katsampes, and Giacinti 1974). This
research supported the notion that alcohol use is associated with violent crime,
whereas other drug (especially heroin) use is associated with the commission
of property crime. Proponents of the alcohol-violence model emphasized the
psychopharmacological effects of alcohol intoxication as the cause for violent
behavior (Collins 1981; Pernanen 1981). The drug-property crime model was
based principally on the notion that heroin (and other drug) addicts commit
property crimes in order to secure money for drugs (Nurco et al. 1984;
McGlothlin, Anglin, and Wilson 1978). Interestingly, proponents of the
alcohol-violence model did not give weight to the fact that a substantial propor-
tion of inmates convicted of property crimes were under the influence of alco-
hol at the time of the offense (U.S. DOJ, BJS 1994a). Similarly, drug-property
crime model proponents have only recently given weight to the fact that heroin
addicts are often involved in violent crimes, typically committed over drug
possession and sale (see Goldstein 1985). As powder cocaine and crack cocaine
became popular in the 1980s, the nature of the drug-crime relationship changed.
Rates of violent crimes, especially those related to drug distribution and mar-
keting, increased markedly and the term “systemic violence” was applied to
this new type of drug-related crime (Goldstein 1985). At the same time, possi-
bly due to the lower cost of crack compared with heroin and powder cocaine
and the higher profit in drug dealing, rates for property crime decreased.
Recent data from the Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring program (U.S. DOJ,
National Institute of Justice [N1J] 1998) indicate that cocaine use among
arrestees is dropping for younger cohorts and suggest a gradual aging out of the
cocaine-using population. Hence, the question becomes whether these recent
changes in patterns of drug use will again lead to changes in the drug-crime
relationship.
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The objective of this chapter is to review the literature on the drug-crime
nexus. Within the limitations of space allowed, all relevant literature cannot be
covered, and the reader is referred to several excellent reviews for greater detail
(e.g., Graham, Wells, and West 1997; Fagan 1990; Chaiken and Chaiken 1990;
Harrison 1992a; Osgood 1994; Miczek et al. 1994; Parker and Auerhahn 1998;
Watters Reinarman, and Fagan 1985; White 1990, 1997a, 1997b).1

For the purpose of this chapter, drug use refers primarily to the use of illicit
substances such as marijuana, cocaine, and heroin, and crime refers primarily
to predatory crime that encompasses both violent and property crime (see
Chaiken and Chaiken 1990). Our focus is on the relationship between drug use
and crime rather than on drug use alone. Thus, illicit drug use and drug posses-
sion, which are crimes in and of themselves, are not considered here to be
crimes unless as part of research findings specifically linking them to the com-
mission of other types of crime. To include as “crime” any offense involving
only the use or sale of drugs would be misleading, as it would inflate the drug-
crime relationship.

In the section that follows, we discuss the drug-crime relationship in a histori-
cal context. Next, we examine the key methodological issues involved in
empirically understanding the drug-crime connection. We then trace trends in
drug use and crime over time, using national and city-level datasets. After this,
we present general theoretical models of the drug-crime connection and review
the empirical research that supports and refutes these models. The chapter con-
cludes with a brief summary of the research and a discussion of its implications
for the next century.

Historical Context

During the 19th century, substances such as opiates and cocaine were regarded
as medications and freely sold in drugstores, grocery stores, and traveling med-
icine shows in the form of pharmaceutical products such as cough medicines
(Musto 1991). The primary consumers of these medicines were upper- and
middle-class women, and the other major drug user group was Chinese
immigrant railroad workers who smoked opium. Initial attempts at drug
control focused on domestic regulation such as the registration of those dis-
pensing drugs and the prohibition of adulteration and mislabeling (U.S. DOJ,
BJS 1992a). The Federal legislation that fundamentally altered the approach
to U.S. drug control policy was the Harrison Act of 1914. The Harrison Act
required strict accounting for the importation and dispensing of opiates and
cocaine—these measures to be accomplished by registration of those involved
in the drug trade and the imposition of a tax at each point of transfer. Initially,
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physicians were permitted to prescribe and administer cocaine and opiates to
patients, but decisions of the Supreme Court in 1919 and 1925 made this prac-
tice illegal and held that the Federal Government had ultimate control over the
dispensing of these substances. As Musto (1991) observes, the severity of
Federal laws concerning the sale and possession of opiates and cocaine gradu-
ally increased from the 1920s through the 1940s. Further, in 1937, marijuana
was placed under the same controls as opiates and cocaine.

Drug use declined throughout the 1940s and 1950s, although organized crime
began to import large quantities of heroin into the United States during the
latter decade. A number of drug epidemics affected major urban centers during
this time as well (Musto 1991; Rouse and Johnson 1991). Among the general
population and in academic circles, drug use was largely considered a marginal
activity. This, of course, changed in the late 1960s and 1970s when use of
drugs (especially marijuana and hallucinogens) became more commonplace
among American youth. During the 1960s, the proportion of the population
reporting having used marijuana increased from 4 to 24 percent, and the heroin
addict population grew from 50,000 to 500,000 (DuPont 1978). At the same
time, rates of both property and violent crime began to rise dramatically. In
response, President Johnson declared a war on crime in 1965, and the drug-
crime relationship was re-identified by the 1967 President’s Commission on
Law Enforcement and Administration of Justice (Inciardi 1992). Four years
later, President Nixon declared a war on drugs, and legislation of the early
1970s established Federal agencies in the areas of law enforcement (e.g., the
Drug Enforcement Administration [DEA]), prevention and treatment (e.g., the
Special Action Office for Drug Abuse Prevention [SAODAP]), and research
(e.g., the National Institute on Drug Abuse [NIDAY]). The Federal drug abuse
prevention and law enforcement budget rose from $81 million in 1969 to nearly
$690 million in 1975 (Cline 1974). During the early 1970s, more Federal

drug control dollars were committed to prevention and treatment than to law
enforcement, but starting in 1975, the latter began consuming a greater propor-
tion of the budget (Cline 1974; Goldberg 1980).

As marijuana use increased and law enforcement efforts intensified, arrests for
possession soared, and many of the arrestees were middle-class youths. This,
combined with growing scientific debate over the supposed dangers of marijua-
na, led to calls for a de-escalation of the war on drugs (U.S. DOJ, BJS 1992a).
As early as 1972, the National Commission on Marihuana and Drug Abuse
(1973) concluded that the health effects of marijuana were minimal and that
legalization of the drug should be considered. In 1973, the State of Oregon ini-
tiated a policy of decriminalization when it reduced to a civil violation the pos-
session of less than 1 ounce of marijuana. By 1978, 10 other States had enacted
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From the early
1920s to the early
1970s, the U.S.
prison population
remained relatively
stable at about 110
per 100,000 popula-
tion; however, it
more than tripled
over the next two
decades, to 411 per
100,000 by 1995.
Changes in drug-
related sentencing
practices, such as
differential penaities
for possession of
powder and crack
cocaine, were
credited with much
of this increase.

similar legislation (Single 1989). Although President
Ford continued the drug control policies of the previ-
ous two administrations, acceptance that the drug
problem could not be totally eliminated began to
emerge, and interest in drug control issues began to
fade at the Federal level (Goldberg 1980). The most
fundamental break with the policies of the previous
two decades occurred, however, under the Carter
administration of the late 1970s. The Carter adminis-
tration endorsed the decriminalization of possessing
small amounts of marijuana, noting that penalties
against use of the drug should not do more harm to
individuals than use of the drug itself (a theme
picked up by “harm reduction” advocates 20 years
later). Following a peak in 1979, adolescent use of
illicit drugs began to decline (see following text for
details). Moreover, evidence suggested that those
States that had liberalized their marijuana laws did
not experience greater use, although they did enjoy
substantial savings on drug enforcement activities
(Single 1989).

This reversal in the type of drug control policies fol-
lowed in the United States since the Harrison Act

of 1914 was short lived. Government interest in and
spending on drug control policies increased substan-
tially during the latter part of the 1980s with the enact-
ment of two pieces of legislation—one under the
Reagan administration (the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of

1986) and one under the Bush administration (the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988).
Following the theme of the “Just Say No” campaigns of the early 1980s, there
was a return to the idea of “zero tolerance” and a commitment to a “drug-free
America.” Anything that opposed these fundamental principles in any way—such
as talk of “improper use” or “good” versus “bad” drugs in education programs—
was not to be tolerated (see U.S. Department of Education 1987). In 1985, the
total Federal drug control budget stood at $2.8 billion. By the early 1990s, it

was in the region of $11 to $13 billion a year (Executive Office of the President,
Office of National Drug Control Policy [ONDCP] 1994). All segments of the
Nation’s drug control apparatus benefited from this increased expenditure—inter-
national interdiction, domestic law enforcement and corrections, research and
development, prevention, and treatment—although the former two (known col-
lectively as “supply reduction”) garnered two-thirds of the budget.
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Although there was some initial expectation that there would be a shift from law
enforcement and interdiction to prevention and treatment (so-called “demand
reduction”) under the Clinton administration, this failed to materialize (Caulkins
and Reuter 1997; Gorman 1993). Demand reduction received the same propor-
tion of the Federal drug control budget (34 percent of $16 billion) in 1998 as it
did in 1992 (Executive Office of the President, ONDCP 1998a, table 5). Perhaps
the biggest changes in drug control policy introduced in the latter part of the
1990s were the formation of less utopian goals and objectives and the move
toward using empirical data to assess agency performance in terms of reaching
these goals and objectives. For example, the 1998 National Drug Control
Strategy proposes to reduce prevalence of drug use among adolescents by 50
percent and crime associated with drug trafficking and use by 30 percent by the
year 2007. (Executive Office of the President, ONDCP 1998b). A system of data
collection to track progress toward these goals is described, and the performance
of the single State agencies and their grantees will now be judged by an empiri-
cal yardstick (Executive Office of the President, ONDCP 1998c). Whether the
performance targets described in the Strategy are attainable is a matter of debate
(as is the issue of whether they can be accurately tracked given available
datasets), but they are clearly more realistic than the goal of “creating a drug-
free America” described in the legislation of 10 years earlier.

Given the nature of U.S. drug control policy over the past two decades, it is
hardly surprising that drug-related arrests, prosecutions, and imprisonment have
increased dramatically during this period. Harrison (1992a) has shown that drug-
related arrests nearly quadrupled between 1980 and 1989, and this increase was
disproportionately high in relation to arrests for nondrug offenses. The growing
number of drug-related arrests, together with increases in the number of defen-
dants receiving custodial sentences and in the length of these sentences, has led
to immense prison overcrowding. From the early 1920s to the early 1970s, the
U.S. prison population remained relatively stable at about 110 per 100,000 pop-
ulation; however, it more than tripled over the next two decades, to 411 per
100,000 by 1995 (Blumstein 1995a; Haney and Zimbardo 1998). During the
same period, the prison population became younger and disproportionately
African-American. Between 1985 and 1995, the incarceration rate for African-
American men rose from 3,544 to 6,926 per 100,000. Changes in drug-related
sentencing practices, such as mandatory minimums, the three-strikes law, and
differential penalties for possession of powder and crack cocaine, were credited
with much of this increase (Blumstein 1995a; Haney and Zimbardo 1998). The
increase in drug arrests and prosecutions fundamentally changed the composi-
tion of the imprisoned population in the country, with 60 percent of Federal pris-
oners incarcerated for drug-related crimes by early 1990s.
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Concern with such issues as prison overcrowding and the apparent racial bias
in drug arrests, prosecutions, and sentencing has led in recent years to the
development of an alternative to drug prohibition (or “zero tolerance”) in drug
policy analysis. This approach is generally referred to as “harm reduction.” It is
employed in some European countries and in Australia, and it has vocal advo-
cates in the United States. According to this perspective, the primary goal of
U.S. drug policy—total prohibition of use—is unrealistic and unattainable, and
specific objectives, such as preventing the entry of drugs into the country, low-
ering demand among youths, and reducing the health and social costs of drug
use, have simply not been achieved (Reuter and Caulkins 1995; Weingardt and
Marlatt 1998). Indeed, harm reduction proponents argue that current prohibi-
tionist policies not only fail to reduce drug use and associated problems, but
they generate additional unintended negative consequences, such as neighbor-
hood destabilization and increased violence by dealers (Rasmussen and Benson
1999; Reuter 1997). As an alternative, they propose that the fundamental objec-
tive of drug control policy should be to limit the harm caused by drugs and that
reducing prevalence, although one means of pursuing this end, should have no
special status or overarching role (Reuter and Caulkins 1995; Reuter 1997).

As MacCoun and colleagues observe, nobody, with the exception of some lib-
ertarians, seriously advocates relaxing drug laws to create a “free market” for
substances such as cocaine and heroin (MacCoun, Reuter, and Schelling 1996).
Rather, harm reduction strategies fall within a range of options that lie between
legalization and full prohibition and generally entail some type of prescription-
based model (e.g., the medical use of marijuana), regulatory model (e.g., that
drugs be available to those with an appropriate license), or decriminalization
model (e.g., drug use remains illegal, but enforcement negligible and penalties
minimal) (MacCoun, Reuter, and Schelling 1996; Weingardt and Marlatt 1998).
Although often thought of as primarily relevant to drug treatment (e.g., in the
form of modalities such as needle exchange programs, methadone maintenance,
and relapse prevention), harm reduction techniques that are relevant to preven-
tion and law enforcement have been described in the literature (Hellawell 1995;
Midford, McBride, and Munro 1998). In each case, it is argued that resources
should be targeted at those who generate the most cost from their drug use and
who have the most intractable problems (e.g., addicts and drug-using offend-
ers), and less emphasis should be placed on casual drug users, who are least
likely to harm themselves or others (Reuter and Caulkins 1995). In this sense,
harm reduction makes the most sense for those who are unconcerned about
drug use per se, but who are worried about the social costs associated with use
and abuse, including violence and property crime (Caulkins and Reuter 1997).
This is a fundamentally different mindset than the one that has dominated
U.S. drug control policy since the Harrison Act.
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This brief overview of historical trends in policy and some of the major themes
of recent years sets the stage for an examination of the empirical evidence per-
taining to the drug-crime relationship. We begin with a discussion of some key
methodological issues.

Methodological Issues

There are numerous methodological issues involved in studying the alcohol/drug
use-crime nexus. Here we discuss some of those related to definitions, meas-
ures, and samples (for additional issues, see Fagan 1993a; White 1990, 1997a).

Definitions

There is a lack of uniformity in definitions of crime, drugs, and drug-related
crime. In some studies, crime refers to murder, rape, robbery, theft, and bur-
glary—acts that fall within most people’s definitions. In other studies, however,
crime refers to relatively trivial acts, such as taking a few dollars from one’s
parents (this is especially true in studies of juveniles; Stark 1987). Some studies
include drug use and/or drug selling in delinquent behavior scales, which
obviously confounds the relationship between drug use and delinquency/crime
scales (Carpenter et al. 1988). The meaning of “drug use” can also vary widely
from one study to the next—ranging from having a sip of alcohol or a puff on
a marijuana joint, to symptoms of physical dependence and withdrawal.

The term “drug-related crime” also means different things in different studies.
For example, drug-related homicide can include murders related to drug distri-
bution, murders committed while using drugs, murders committed in the act of
a crime to get money for drugs, or murders that simply occur in high-drug-use
neighborhoods. Which category is included in rates of drug-related homicide
varies from one jurisdiction to another, so data from different studies using
official statistics are often incompatible. Also, in some official statistics and
research reports, alcohol is included as a drug when estimating the level of
drug-related crime, whereas in others, it is not. In addition, certain types of
events—e.g., a robbery to get money for groceries because the grocery money
was spent on drugs, or a man beating his wife for taking his drugs—may or
may not be counted as a drug-related crime (Miczek et al. 1994). Given this
lack of agreement and consensus in these domains, one must be cautious in
making comparisons across studies of alcohol/drug use and crime.
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Measures

Most of the survey research on the alcohol/drug-violence connection has relied
on self-reports, which generally are accepted as reliable and valid indicators of
both criminal behavior and alcohol and drug use. In addition, self-reports pro-
vide a more direct, sensitive, and complete measure of various deviant behav-
iors than do measures based on official law enforcement and institutional
records (for greater detail and supporting studies, see Elliott, Huizinga, and
Menard 1989; Farrington et al. 1996; for a discussion of measurement errors
inherent in official records, see Fagan 1993a). Of course, there are many
caveats concerning the use of self-report data, especially with long-term drug
users who may lack the inability to remember past events, misunderstand many
questions, and conceal certain behaviors and/or exaggerate others (Chaiken and
Chaiken 1990). Likewise, offenders may exaggerate the role of alcohol and
drugs prior to an offense in order to justify their behavior. Moreover, for
ethnic/racial minorities, the validity of responses may be especially trouble-
some (De La Rosa and Caris 1993; Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis 1981).

Recent data comparing drug testing results with self-reports among offender
populations have cast some doubt on the validity of the latter technique of
data collection. For example, in one study of a sample of high-risk adolescent
males, only about one-third of those with positive hair-sample analyses for
cocaine reported recent use, while half reported any lifetime use of the drug
(Lipton and Johnson 1998). Data from the Drug Use Forecasting (DUF) system
indicate that about one-half to two-thirds of those who test positive in urinaly-
sis also acknowledge recent drug use in self-reports (Harrison 1992b). Besides
the DUF survey, few studies collect blood, breath, saliva, or urine samples to
determine alcohol and drug levels. When drug testing is done, it reflects use
at the time of arrest and not at the time of the offense (and the two events can
obviously be separated by some time). Homicide studies using autopsy results
collect data only from victims, and in cases in which a victim did not die
immediately, drugs may have been metabolized out of the system by the time
of the autopsy (for details, see Roizen 1993). Finally, the accuracy of drug
tests depends on the type and quantity of the drug consumed, how recently it
was used, and the individual’s capacity to metabolize the drug (Golub and
Johnson 1999).

Measurement of alcohol and drug use varies greatly across studies: some stud-
ies measure acute use, and others measure chronic use; some measure drug-
related problems, and others measure dependence. Indeed, different measures
of the same phenomenon (e.g., dependence) can differ in terms of whom they
identify as having a problem, even among clinical populations (Gorman et al.
1989). Also researchers often measure frequency of use, not quantity—yet
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quantity (especially “bingeing”) may be more important to criminal behavior,
especially for violence (Collins 1993). Similarly, there is a lack of consistency
in crime measures across studies, including crime rates per year, frequency,
crime days, and heterogeneity of crimes (for details, see Chaiken and Chaiken
1990; see McBride and McCoy 1982; Roizen 1993; and White 1990 for addi-
tional issues in definitions and classification schema). Finally, because drug use
and delinquency are constantly changing behaviors, measures that tap a static
point may not represent the true behavior pattern (see Blumstein, Farrington,
and Moitra 1985).

Samples

Some researchers rely on captive samples in prisons or in treatment programs
to study the drug-crime relationship. Such samples have the advantage of pro-
viding a pool of subjects who exhibit high frequencies of the behaviors of inter-
est; however, the relationships observed may not be generalizable to the general
population and may overestimate the degree of co-occurrence. For example,
research indicates that heavy drug users and problem drinkers are more likely
to be arrested and that high-rate offenders who do not get caught are usually
not frequent drug users (Chaiken and Chaiken 1990; Collins 1986). Further,
incarcerated offenders may be the most frequent offenders, the most indigent,
or the least skilled, all of which might place them at greater risk for apprehen-
sion and incarceration (Harrison 1992b).

On the other hand, samples drawn from general populations have limited num-
bers of individuals engaging in drug use or crime. Many general surveys of
youths are administered in schools and therefore omit dropouts who are known to
have higher rates of drug use and delinquency (Fagan and Pablon 1989).
Similarly, the National Household Survey on Drug Abuse (NHSDA) misses insti-
tutionalized (e.g., hospitalized, incarcerated) members of the population, individ-
uals living on military bases, and transients (Harrison 1992b)—all of whom can
bias prevalence estimates. In addition, studies of general populations make it
difficult to test theories about the causes of serious delinquency or drug abuse.

A final key issue with regard to sampling problems is that studies of ethnic/racial
groups have been hindered by small nonrandom samples. Moreover, differences
within ethnic groups (e.g., Mexican-Americans versus Puerto Ricans) are often
ignored (for greater detail, see De La Rosa and Caris 1993). The differences
between these subgroups in their patterns of drug use and the commission of
crime can be as great as the differences between large heterogeneous ethnic/racial
groups (e.g., whites versus Latinos).
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The issues raised here provide an overview of the conceptual and methodologi-
cal ambiguities that characterize alcohol/drug-crime literature. The following
review of the literature should be interpreted within these limitations.

Trends in Drug Use and Crime

National trends in drug use

Trends in adolescent drug use in the United States can be tracked from data
collected through two large-scale national surveys: the Monitoring the Future
(MTF) study, which reports continuous annual data from 1975 onward, and
NHSDA, which was conducted every 3 years between 1976 and 1988 and
annually after 1990. NHSDA also collects data from adults. Both surveys show
that among adolescents, illicit drug use (which was primarily marijuana use)
peaked in 1979, with 39 percent of 12th graders in MTF reporting use during
the previous 30 days (Johnston, O’Malley, and Bachman 1998) and 18.5 per-
cent of 12- to 17-year-olds in NHSDA reporting use during a similar period
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 1999). By 1992, reported use
in these age groups was down to 14 percent in the former survey and 6 percent
in the latter. Since then, however, illicit drug use (especially marijuana use)
among adolescents has steadily increased, with 26 percent of high school
seniors in 1997 reporting use during the past month (Johnston, O’Malley, and
Bachman 1998). Rates of heroin use have remained relatively stable over time.
For cocaine use, there is some differentiation by age. Cocaine use rates for
youths peaked around 1979, remained stable until about 1985, declined there-
after, and have shown a slight increase since the mid-1990s. In contrast, cocaine
use rates for adults peaked around 1985. These trends and differences by age
group are evident in exhibit 1, which shows national trend data in annual
prevalence of marijuana and cocaine use from NHSDA for young adults (ages
18-25) and adolescents (ages 12—17) between 1979 and 1997.

Other data also support declines in drug use among adults. First, data from
SmithKline Beecham Clinical Laboratories indicate that only 5 percent of the
American workforce tested positive for drugs in 1997 and 1998, compared with
9 percent in 1991. These data indicate an increase in positive tests for marijua-
na and a decrease for cocaine (Center for Substance Abuse Research [CESAR]
1997, 1998a). Second, according to the Drug Abuse Warning Network (DAWN)
data, the number of national emergency room visits directly related to drug use
declined by 6 percent from 1994 (the peak year since the data were first col-
lected in 1978) to 1996 (CESAR 1998b).
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Exhibit 1. Trends in annual prevalence of marijuana (Mj) and
cocaine (Coc) use by age for adolescents and young adults,
1979-97
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Levels of drug use have also been studied within offender populations. Rates of
drug use by incarcerated offenders, as well as among arrestees identified in the
DUF system, are somewhat inconsistent with rates reported in the general
population with respect to cocaine use (Harrison 1992a). Among the jail and
arrestee populations, there were large increases in cocaine use in the mid- to
late 1980s while these rates were declining in the general population. Yet,
Harrison (1992b) controlled for year of admission to prison and concluded that,
although rates of drug use are much higher in the prison population compared
with the general population, the trends are similar. In addition, she observed
that differences between the general population and those involved with the
criminal justice system may reflect a lag effect. That is, the criminal population
with higher rates of drug use and related problems may be the last to give up or
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The hardcore
members of the
cocaine/crack gener-
ation were primarily
born between 1955
and 1969, and the
peak years for initia-
tion of crack occurred
from 1985 to 1988.
The new “blunt
generation” includes
individuals born
after 1970, and
their drug of choice
is marijuana.

moderate consumption. Thus, as rates of drug use
change in the general population, they will impact on
special subcultures more slowly (see Skog 1991).

Using data from the Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring
program, Golub and Johnson (1999) identified

three distinct generations of drug-using arrestees in
Manhattan from 1987 through 1997. Members of the
“heroin injection generation” were born in the years
1945-54 and began injecting in the 1960s and 1970s,
with peak years of initiation occurring between 1965
and 1969. Their numbers have substantially dwindled
due to a maturing out of drug use, successful treat-
ments, and death (especially from AIDS). Members of
the “cocaine/crack generation” were born in the period
194069, with peak use years occurring between 1987
and 1997. Few of those born in 1955 or later injected
heroin; however, many of the older heroin injectors
added crack or cocaine to their list of drugs of choice.
The hardcore members of the cocaine/crack generation
were primarily born between 1955 and 1969, and the
peak years for initiation of crack occurred from 1985

to 1988. The new “blunt generation” includes individuals born after 1970, and
their drug of choice is marijuana. Most have not used heroin or crack, probably
because of problems observed among the older users of these drugs. Although
many of the older cohorts had used marijuana at some time in their lives, few
had marijuana in their urine samples when they were arrested, compared with

the younger blunt generation.

Such changes in the popularity of different types of drugs may account, at least
in part, for changes in the drug-crime relationship. For example, it is entirely
plausible that differences in the way that heroin and crack are used, along with
differences in their psychoactive properties, account for the greater number of
crimes attributed to crack users (especially violent crimes). That is, the high
from the heroin injection lasts several hours and many addicts do not continual-
ly use all day long. In contrast, the crack high lasts only about 5 minutes and
users tend to use multiple times a day, requiring additional purchases. The lat-
ter user is going to be more active and motivated to commit predatory crime in
order to buy and use the drug several times a day (Johnson et al. 1994).
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National crime trends

According to the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), property crime
rates underwent an uninterrupted decrease from the early 1970s onward (Rand,
Lynch, and Cantor 1997). Indeed, in 1997 there were fewer property crimes
than in any other year since the 1973 inception of the survey (Rand 1998). In
contrast, the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) data show an increase in property
crime during the 1970s, a decline during the early 1980s followed by an
increase until the end of the decade, and a subsequent decline during the1990s.
With regard to violent crime, NCVS data show that from 1973 to 1994, rates
vacillated: they were stable from 1973 through 1977, then increased and
peaked in 1981, then decreased through 1986, and then increased from 1986
to 1993 to nearly peak levels. Since 1994, they have decreased steadily, again
reaching an all-time low in 1997. UCR data again indicate a steady increase
since the 1960s, with a decline commencing in the 1990s (U.S. DOJ, BJS
1989-91, 1992b, 1993, 1994b, 1995-98).

Despite important differences, both datasets indicate substantial declines in
violent crime during the past few years. The murder rate in 1997 was the low-
est the country had seen since 1967 (Snyder 1998). Although juvenile homicide
arrest rates increased substantially between 1988 and 1993, they too declined
39 percent between 1993 and 1997 (Snyder 1998). The juvenile arrest rate for
all violent crime peaked in 1994 (after a 60-percent increase from 1988), but
started to decline thereafter. In contrast, juvenile arrests for property crime
have remained steady, and juvenile arrests for drug abuse violations have
increased 82 percent during this same period.

A report contained in the 1997 UCR describing trends in drug-related arrests
between 1980 and the early 1990s observed that the Nation experienced its
highest level of drug arrests in 1995, when an estimated 1.5 million people
were arrested for selling, manufacturing, or possessing illegal substances
(U.S. DOJ, Federal Bureau of Investigation 1997). Between 1990 and 1995,
marijuana-related arrests increased by 80 percent. Accompanying this was a
change in the age and racial composition of arrestees: juvenile drug-related
arrest rates increased by 132 percent (compared with 28 percent for adults)
and, although drug-related arrest rates increased for all ethnic groups, the
proportional increases for blacks and other races were greater than those for
whites (98 percent, 96 percent, and 69 percent, respectively).

It should also be noted that such aggregate data obscure trends within subgroups
of the population that may have fundamental policy implications. For example,
the increases in homicide rates identified between the mid-1980s and early
1990s were attributable primarily to increases for youths (Blumstein, 1995b).
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During this period, when the homicide rate was relatively stable among young
adults, the homicide rate doubled for 18-year-olds and increased by 138 percent
for 16-year-olds. At the same time, there was a large increase in juvenile drug
arrests, especially among nonwhites in urban areas. Further, during this time,
the use of guns in juvenile murders doubled. The increases in juvenile homicide
offenders have been linked to increases in gun use, as well as the increase of
youths involved with crack distribution (see next section; Blumstein 1995b).

Drug/crime nexus in specific cities

We were interested in closely examining trends in drug use in relation to trends
in crime. Harrison (1992b) argues that, because of local differences, trends in
drug use and crime should not be assessed at a high level of aggregation (e.g.,
at a national or regional level). Thus, the two national epidemiological drug
use surveys, MTF and NHSDA, were not suitable because the former only dis-
aggregates data to four regions of the country, whereas the latter does not
disaggregate at all. Also, subgroups of the population are omitted and/or under-
represented in these surveys, including some subgroups (e.g., school dropouts
and those in institutions) that are likely to include high numbers of both drug
users and drug users involved in crime (Harrison 1992b). We therefore decided
to extract drug use data from the NIJ DUF program (renamed the Arrestee
Drug Abuse Monitoring [ADAM] program in 1997), which uses urinalysis and
self-report data to assess recent drug use among arrestees in more than 20
cities in the United States (U.S. DOJ, N1J 1998, 1989-97).

DUF/ADAM is not a nationally representative sample, but rather is limited to
large metropolitan areas. The trends observed in these data may not be relevant
to suburban or rural areas or to urban areas not included in the project. Also,
the data come from arrestees, a subgroup of these cities that is most representa-
tive of their underclass (i.e., those who are poor, uneducated, and involved in a
constellation of problem behaviors). Again, the pattern of use among this sub-
group may not be representative of the general population (Harrison 1992b).
Finally, it should be noted that most crimes do not result in arrest and that
arrest is more likely to occur in the case of serious crime (e.g., robbery, assault,
and burglary) and when a criminal is a frequent drug user (Chaiken and Chaiken
1990; Nurco 1998). Thus, DUF/ADAM data may not be generalizable to all
types of criminals.

Despite these limitations, DUF/ADAM data have the advantage of being
reported at the level of specific cities, rather than at a larger level of aggrega-
tion. For purposes of assessing violent and nonviolent crime in the same cities,
two datasets were available—NCVS and UCR. We chose the latter, as it has
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the advantage of including homicides (a major crime of interest), although we
were aware that UCR, too, has distinct limitations primarily because it contains
only crimes reported to the police (see other volumes in this series for details
on each dataset).

Since its inception in 1988, 24 cities have contributed data to the DUF/ADAM
project. Exhibit 2 presents a summary of DUF/ADAM drug use data among
male arrestees and UCR crime data from 17 of these cities. Five cities (Atlanta,
Chicago, Denver, Kansas City, and Omaha) were excluded from the present
analysis, as there were 2 or more years of missing data from either of the
datasets. Two other cities (Indianapolis and Manhattan) were excluded, as com-
parable geographic units are not reported in DUF/ADAM and UCR. Urinalysis
data are presented, as many more arrestees test positive by this method than by
self-report.

Exhibit 2. Correlations between and among drug use and crime

Birmingham .06 -73 .79 -17 —.81 .26 —.42 -.57 .24
Cleveland -.37 —-.76 46 —.67 —-.27 .10 —.80 —.34 .50
Dallas .57 —.62 82 -87 .26 72 -.57 .67 .89
Detroit .82 -67 -33 —67 .20 32 .05 a5 .18
Fort Lauderdale .15 -.10 .55 —-.50 14 .37 —.74 —-60 —41
Houston -.10 =12 14 —.61 —42 .23 —.06 -.25 91
Los Angeles .79 .23 .89 —69 .53 .27 —.47 .82 .62
Miami : -.14 -.33 86 —87 .18 .70 -.76 .23 .79
New Orleans —.27 -17 .65 —.52 —.36 —-13 —.42 -.35 47
Philadelphia -.28 —72 .25 .08 .08 —.61 —48 -.53 .35
Phoenix 72 -57 =09 -60 -77 —.64 —.02 .29 .07
Portland .40 18 .87 37 .08 .29 .69 .28 .55
St. Louis .29 —.02 .64 -.31 .09 .76 .51 47 .76
San Antonio .26 -.37 46 —.66 .61 .76 —.29 .92 .07
San Diego .89 .05 .27 —.61 .27 .58 .29 .99 91
San Jose .50 -77 —.82 .65 -.53 -77 —-72 .55 .98
Washington, D.C. .73 —.89 .05 -.37 .05 12 .40 —-59 —46
Average .30 -.38 .38 —41 -.04 .20 -.22 A3 44
Note: Coc=cocaine, Her=heroin, Mj=marijuana, Viol=violent crime, and Prop=property crime.
Sources: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1989-91, 1992b, 1993, 1994b,
1995-98; U.S. Department of Justice, National Institute of Justice, 1998; U.S. Department of
Justice, National Institute of Justice 1989-97.
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We were interested in whether there was any association between drug use and
crime within each of these 17 cities. Because data were available for only 10
years for each city, there were insufficient data points from which to conduct
sophisticated analyses. Instead, we simply treated each year as an “individual”
and looked at the correlations among DUF/ADAM positive rates for marijuana,
cocaine, and heroin and UCR property and violent crime rates.

What is especially noteworthy about the data is the lack of consistency across
cities. That is, for each relationship there are both positive and negative and
large and small correlation coefficients. For example, the association between
violent crime and cocaine use is 0.76 in St. Louis and San Antonio, whereas it
is =0.77 in San Jose. Yet, this relationship is generally positive in most cities,
indicating that both cocaine use and violent crime were increasing and decreas-
ing in the same years. In comparison, the relationship between marijuana use
and violence is primarily negative and relatively strong, and the relationship
between violent crime and heroin use is weaker and less consistent. The rela-
tionships between drug use and property crime are consistent with those for
violent crime. That is, the association of property crime with cocaine use is
mostly positive; with marijuana use, mostly negative; and with heroin use,
largely inconsistent. In most cities, there is a negative association between
marijuana and cocaine, indicating that, as use of one increased, use of the other
decreased. The association between cocaine and heroin, however, is generally
positive, indicating relatively similar trends in use. Finally, the average correla-
tion between property crime and violent crime is positive. However, coeffi-
cients range from —0.60 to 0.99. Again, it should be noted that positive
coefficients indicate a correlative but not necessarily causative relationship.

Exhibit 3 presents data from these cities in terms of trends in violent crime
(i.e., homicide, rape, robbery, and assault) and property crime (i.e., larceny,
burglary, and auto theft), compared with trends in testing positive for mari-
juana, cocaine, and heroin. This exhibit further illustrates the findings shown
in exhibit 2 and demonstrates that the trends vary greatly from city to city. For
example, the trends in cocaine and violence are almost parallel in Phoenix and
St. Louis, but there is no relationship in San Jose. Similar discrepancies are
noted between property crime and heroin trends. In San Diego and San Antonio,
the trends look parallel, but in Birmingham, Fort Lauderdale, and Washington,
D.C., the trends move in the opposite direction. In order to understand why
these differences exist, one might need to separately examine the intricacies of
the drug markets in each city. For some cities, such as Philadelphia, the drop in
cocaine use throughout the 1990s was drastic, in some it was gradual, and in
some it was erratic. By contrast, in some cities, such as Fort Lauderdale and
Phoenix, cocaine use increased during this same period.
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There are also some trends that are fairly consistent
across cities. For example, in most cities, marijuana
use sharply declined between 1990 and 1991 and has
been increasing since then. However, in seven of the
cities, the 1997 marijuana rates were higher than those
of the late 1980s, in six they were lower, and in four
they were about the same. Further, testing positive
for marijuana surpassed testing positive for cocaine
somewhere between 1993 and 1996 in most cities.
However, the rates for the former never reached
those of the latter in Fort Lauderdale, Houston, Los
Angeles, Miami, and New Orleans, and both rates
were almost equal in Phoenix and Portland. The peak
in violence rates also varied across cities. Almost
half the cities experienced peaks from 1990 to 1992,
whereas an equal number experienced peaks in 1993
through 1995. Yet, New Orleans experienced its peak
in 1996, and for Phoenix and Philadelphia, the trend
was relatively flat throughout the 1990s.

In Birmingham, Cleveland, Dallas, and Detroit, about
half of the arrestees tested positive for cocaine in 1988.
Yet, in this same year, the first two cities had almost
half the violent crime rate of the latter two. Similarly,
in 1997, about 50 percent of the arrestees in Fort
Lauderdale, Miami, and New Orleans tested positive
for cocaine, but the violence rate was almost twice as
high in Miami as in the other two cities. Further, in

1988 the rate of heroin use was similar in Birmingham, Cleveland, and Dallas,
yet the rate of property crime in Dallas was twice as high as in Cleveland and
almost four times as high as in Birmingham. Also in 1997, the rate of property
crime in Miami was greater than in New Orleans, yet the heroin rate was about
four times greater in the latter than the former. Thus, these variations across cities
and rates suggest that drug use alone cannot explain much of the variation in

either violent or property crime.

The DUF/ADAM study also includes data on methamphetamine use, and recent
evidence indicates that it is increasing among arrestees (trend data are not shown
but are available from the authors upon request). In 1995 overall, 6 percent of
adult arrestees tested positive for methamphetamine compared with 41 percent
for cocaine, 28 percent for marijuana, 8 percent for opiates, and about 2 percent
for PCP (Feucht and Kyle 1996). According to the most recent data, use of
methamphetamine is highest in San Diego, San Jose, Phoenix, Portland, and

Thus, the data on
trends across cities
indicate that there is
no uniform associa-
tion between any
type of drug use and
‘any type of crime.
Rather, the trends
vary greatly from
place to place. The
fact that the associa-
tions are sometimes
positive and some-
times negative and
that there are vast
discrépancies across
cities further supports
the notion that the
relationship between
drug use and crime is
complex.
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Omaha—all of which report 10 percent or more of both male and female
arrestees testing positive (U.S. DOJ, NIJ 1998). In fact, in San Diego (where 40
percent of males and 42 percent of females tested positive) and San Jose (where
18 percent of males and 25 percent of females tested positive), use of metham-
phetamine is equal to or greater than use of cocaine and opiates. As exhibit 3
shows, levels of violent and property crime remain low in these two cities relative
to other DUF/ADAM sites, although the increase in methamphetamine use might
change the nature of the drug-crime relationship in the near future (especially the
drug-violence connection).

Thus, the data on trends across cities indicate that there is no uniform association
between any type of drug use and any type of crime. Rather, the trends vary
greatly from place to place. The fact that the associations are sometimes positive
and sometimes negative and that there are vast discrepancies across cities further
supports the notion that the relationship between drug use and crime is complex.
Below we discuss theoretical explanations for this complex relationship.

Theoretical Issues

There are three basic explanatory models for the relationship between alcohol/
drug use and crime: (1) substance use leads to crime, (2) crime leads to sub-
stance use, and (3) the relationship is either coincidental or explained by a set
of common causes (see White 1990). Each model may apply to different sub-
groups of the population of substance-using criminals or to different incidents
of alcohol/drug-related crime. In the next section, we briefly describe the mod-
els and, following these descriptions, we present empirical data that both sup-
port and refute them.

Substance use leads to crime

One causal model posits that alcohol and drug use lead to crime because of the
psychopharmacological properties of drugs, the economic motivation to get drugs,
or the systemic violence associated with the illegal drug market (Goldstein 1985).
The psychopharmacological model proposes that the effects of intoxication
(including disinhibition, cognitive-perceptual distortions, attention deficits, bad
judgment, and neurochemical changes) cause criminal (especially violent) behav-
ior (Collins 1981; Fagan 1990). In addition, chronic intoxication may also con-
tribute to subsequent aggression and crime, due to factors such as withdrawal,
sleep deprivation, nutritional deficits, impairment of neuropsychological function-
ing, or enhancement of psychopathologic personality disorders (Virkkunen and
Linnoila 1993). The economic motivation model assumes that drug users need to
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Exhibit 3. Trends in drug use and crime rates by city
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Note: Violent crime rate is per 1,000 population; property crime rate is per 2,500 population.

Sources: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics 1989-91, 1992b, 1993, 1994b,
1995-98; U.S. Department of Justice, National Institute of Justice 1998; U.S. Department of
Justice, National Institute of Justice 1989-97.
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Exhibit 3 (continued)
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Sources: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics 1989-91, 1992b, 1993, 1994b,
1995-98; U.S. Department of Justice, National Institute of Justice 1998; U.S. Department of
Justice, National Institute of Justice 1989-97.
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Exhibit 3 (continued)
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generate illicit income to support their drug habit. Thus, they engage in crimes
such as robbery, burglary, and prostitution to get drugs or the money to buy them.

During the 1980s, attention began to focus on the systemic model (Goldstein
1985), which posits that the system of drug distribution and use is inherently
connected with violent crime. Systemic types of crimes surrounding drug
distribution include fights over organizational and territorial issues, enforce-
ment of rules, punishments of and efforts to protect buyers and sellers, and
transaction-related crimes (such as robberies of dealers or buyers, assaults to
collect debts, and resolution of disputes over quality or amount) (Miczek et al.
1994). In addition, there is often third-party violence, such as bystander shoot-
ings or assaults on prostitutes who sell drugs. Further, drug markets can create
community disorganization, which, in turn, affects the norms and behaviors of
individuals who live in the community. Such community disorganization may
be associated with increases in crime that are not directly related to drug
selling (Blumstein 1995b; Fagan and Chin 1990; Skogan 1990).

Crime leads to substance use

This model is based on the assumption that deviant individuals are more likely
than nondeviant individuals to select or be pushed into social situations and
subcultures in which heavy drinking and drug use are condoned or encouraged.
According to this explanation, involvement in a criminal subculture provides the
context, the reference group, and the definitions of a situation that are conducive
to subsequent involvement with drugs (White 1990). For example, rather than
the need for a drug compelling an individual to commit robbery, the income
generated from a robbery might provide the individual with extra money to
secure drugs and therefore place the individual in an environment that supports
drug use (Collins, Hubbard, and Rachal 1985). It has also been suggested that
several aspects of the professional criminal lifestyle are conducive to heavy
drinking and drug use, such as working periodically, partying between jobs,
being unmarried, and being geographically mobile (Collins and Messerschmidt
1993). In addition to subcultural and lifestyle explanations, it has been proposed
that deviant individuals may use drugs in order to self-medicate (Khantzian
1985) or to give themselves an excuse to act in a deviant manner (Collins 1993).

It is also possible that both of the above models are correct and that the relation-
ship between substance use and crime is reciprocal. That is, substance use and
crime may be causally linked and mutually reinforcing and, thus, drinking and
drug use may lead to more criminal behavior and criminal behavior may lead to
more drinking and drug use (Collins 1986; Fagan and Chin 1990). For example,
when an addict has an easy opportunity to commit robbery, he or she will commit
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it and then buy drugs with the money gained, not out of
a compulsion but rather as a consumer expenditure.
Conversely, when the need for drugs is great, users will
commit crimes to get money to buy drugs (Goldstein
1981; see also Chaiken and Chaiken 1990).

The relationship is due to
common causes

The common cause model postulates that substance
use and crime do not have a direct causal link. Rather,
they are related because they share common causes
(such as genetic or temperamental traits, antisocial
personality disorder, parental alcoholism, and poor
relations with parents) (White 1990; White, Brick,
and Hansell 1993). For example, young males account
for a disproportionate share of crime and are also the heaviest drinkers and
drug users; being male is the common link (whether due to biological or social
factors). In addition, subcultural norms may reinforce both criminal behavior
and substance use. That is, certain subcultures (e.g., youth gangs) may pro-
mote both crime and drug use as proof of masculinity, which would spuriously
inflate the relationship between these two behaviors (Fagan 1990; see Gorman
and White 1995 for a review of peer influences on drug use and delinquency).

In addition to such individual-level and interpersonal-level influences, drug use
and crime may have common environmental and situational causes. Research
shows, for example, that rates of violent crime and delinquency are high in
neighborhoods that are poor, densely populated, racially segregated, and com-
posed of a transient population (Bursik 1988; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls
1997). Social disorganization and lack of social capital appear to be the crucial
mechanisms linking these structural characteristics to crime (Skogan 1990).
Exposure to drugs and sustained drug use are also more common among
residents of disadvantaged and disorganized neighborhoods, probably because
the illicit drug market is concentrated in such communities (Ensminger, Anthony,
and McCord 1997). Available research does not indicate the exact nature of
the relationship between drug use, crime, and social deprivation and disorder,
although it is fairly clear that these factors interact in many poor urban environ-
ments to create a spiral of decline in which each problem is amplified over time
(Skogan 1990).
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Certain types of places and situations also generate both greater rates of drug
use and crime. For example, crime rates are high when and where people (espe-
cially young males) are drinking, such as at bars and sports stadiums, and at
night and on weekends (Fagan 1993b). Proponents of the routine activities per-
spectives argue that bars are crime hot spots because they bring together moti-
vated offenders and suitable targets in the absence of effective guardianship
(Roncek and Maier 1991). Thus, situational factors such as location, access,
and type of clientele contribute to a spurious relationship between alcohol use
and crime (for greater detail, see Fagan 1993b).

In the following section, we examine empirical data that support or refute these
theoretical models.

Empirical Research on the Association
Between Drug Use and Crime

Degree of association

In a meta-analysis of cross-sectional studies examining the alcohol-violence
relationship, Cohen et al. (1994) found significant, although very modest, effect
sizes for both acute and chronic associations. They also found that the associa-
tions between alcohol and violent crime were weaker than those between
alcohol and nonviolent crime. The relationships were stronger in criminal and
psychiatric samples than in general population samples. Further, when studies
controlled for confounding variables, the alcohol-violence correlation was
reduced substantially. Thus, Cohen and colleagues concluded that the associa-
tion between alcohol and violence probably represents a relationship that is
confounded by other factors such as sociodemographic and personality charac-
teristics (see also Lipsey et al. 1997). The meta-analysis identified weak associ-
ations between alcohol use and violence across time: the average correlation
between Time 1 alcohol use and Time 2 violence was 0.01, and between Time
1 violence and Time 2 alcohol use, 0.09 (suggesting that violence was more
strongly related to later alcohol use than alcohol use was to later violence).

A similar meta-analysis on marijuana use and delinquency by Derzon and
Lipsey (1999) found that individuals who used marijuana were more likely than
those who did not to concurrently engage in nonviolent delinquency. However,
prior marijuana use did not increase the risk of later violent or nonviolent delin-
quency. On the other hand, prior delinquency was related to later marijuana
use. The strongest relationships between marijuana and aggression occurred

in early adolescence, but the analysis did not find a consistent relationship
between marijuana and aggressive delinquency after early adolescence. Derzon
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and Lipsey (1999) concluded that use of marijuana
does not establish a developmental trajectory to
aggressive behaviors.

Studies examining the association between various
stages of drug use and delinquency have reported a
high degree of synchrony in the progression.
Abstainers and alcohol-only users are most likely to
be nondelinquents; compared with only alcohol users,
those who use both alcohol and marijuana are more
likely to be delinquent; and those who progress to the
use of other drugs, compared with those who do not,
are most likely to also progress to involvement in
more serious forms of delinquency (Elliott, Huizinga,
and Menard 1989; Fagan et al. 1987; Fagan, Weis,
and Cheng 1988; White, Johnson, and Garrison
1985). Yet, these types of analyses have also indicated
that there are several heterogeneous groups of adoles-
cents; for some, drug use and delinquency are closely
related, and for others they are independent of each
other (see Fagan et al. 1987; White, Pandina, and
LaGrange 1987; White and Labouvie 1994)

In addition, these typological studies indicate that the
strength of the associations between substance use

and delinquency depends on the severity of the delinquency and the types of
substances used (Fagan et al. 1988), as well as the age, sex, and nature of the
sample examined (Huizinga and Jakob-Chien 1998). Further, some studies
report an asymmetry in the relationship (for a review, see White 1990). White et
al. (1999) found that delinquency increased as drug use became more serious, but
that drug use was not related to seriousness of offenses. Among both males and
females, Huizinga and Jakob-Chien found that many serious offenders were not
serious drug users and that most did not have drug problems. In contrast, as
many as two-thirds of the male problem drug users were also serious offenders.
Huizinga and Jakob-Chien (1998) argued that the fact that most serious delin-
quents are not serious drug users calls into question the existence of a single-
problem behavior syndrome. In contrast, White, Pandina, and LaGrange (1987)
found that the majority of serious delinquents were also serious drug users,
whereas only one-third of the serious drug users were also serious delinquents.
The difference in findings between these two studies probably reflects varia-
tions in the nature of samples and historical changes in drug use.

In examining the
degree of association
between crime and
drug use, it must be
recognized that only
a small group of
individuals are
criminal offenders
and heavy drug
users. For example,
in a nationally repre-
sentative sample of
youths, it was found
that less than 5 per-
cent of all youths
reported committing
serious crimes and
using hard drugs.
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B Studies of adult populations also support a progres-
Statistics on the rates sive relationship between frequency of drug use and
of alcohol use by amount of crime, especially during periods of addic-
offenders at the time tion versus nonaddiction (Chaiken and Chaiken

1990) (see the section on the economic motivation
of an offense provide model). For example, Johnson and colleagues (1985)
strong support for found that among street opiate users, daily users,
the alcohol-violence compared with nondaily users, committed more drug-
relationship. related and nondrug-related crimes. In addition,
Although the rates Inciardi and Pottieger (1998) found that heroin users,
vary greatly across compared with other criminal offenders, committed
9 more crimes and more serious types of crimes and
studies, they general- were involved in a greater variety of offenses.
ly indicate that more
than half of all homi- In examining the degree of association between
cides and assaults crime and drug use, it must be recognized that only a
. small group of individuals are criminal offenders and
are comm:tted‘ w.hen heavy drug users. For example, in a nationally repre-
the offender, victim, sentative sample of youths, it was found that less
or both have been than 5 percent of all youths reported committing seri-
drinking. ous crimes and using hard drugs. This small group
accounted for approximately half or more of all seri-
aeanmeemsanmenenwss  OUS Offenses and 60 percent of all occasions of hard

drug use (Johnson et al. 1986). Similarly, among

street opiate users, criminal offenders who committed at least one crime per week
also committed the majority of all crimes, regardless of type (Lipton and Johnson
1998). Inciardi and Pottieger (1991) found that 254 crack-using youths in Miami
accounted for more than 200,000 criminal offenses in 1 year. It should be noted,
however, that 61 percent of these offenses were drug related (e.g., drug possession
and distribution).

Statistics on the rates of alcohol use by offenders at the time of an offense pro-
vide strong support for the alcohol-violence relationship. Although the rates
vary greatly across studies, they generally indicate that more than half of all
homicides and assaults are committed when the offender, victim, or both have
been drinking (see Collins and Messerschmidt 1993; Roizen 1993). About 40
percent of adults in local jails and State prisons in 1996 reported committing a
violent crime, and about one-third of that group reported committing a property
crime while drinking (Greenfeld 1998). In one study, however, though more
than 50 percent of the assaultive offenders reported drinking at the time of their
offense, 59 percent of those drinking did not think that drinking was relevant
to the commission of the crime (Collins and Messerschmidt 1993). In a study of
incarcerated offenders, Collins and Schlenger (1988) concluded that it was acute
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episodes, rather than chronic patterns of alcohol use, that better predicted violent
offending. Yet, a recent study by Zhang, Wieczorek, and Welte (1997) found
that although usual drinking pattern was not related to the prevalence of assault,
once other moderating variables were controlled, usual drinking pattern and
acute use of alcohol preceding an assault were both independently related to fre-
quency of assault.

In 1996, more than one-third of jail inmates reported that they were under the
influence of drugs at the time of their offense (Harlow 1998). The primary
drugs were marijuana/hashish and cocaine/crack. Among local jail inmates in
1996, 60 percent were under the influence of alcohol only (25 percent), drugs
only (20 percent), or both (16 percent) at the time of their offense. The overall
percentages were the same for property and violent crimes, although more vio-
lent crime than property crime was committed under the influence of alcohol
alone (27 percent versus 18 percent), and more property crime than violent
crime was committed under the influence of only drugs (21 percent versus

14 percent) (Harlow 1998). Based on DUF data, Valdez and colleagues
(Valdez, Yin, and Kaplan 1997; Valdez et al. 1995) reported that the relation-
ship between arrests for aggressive crime and substance use was in the opposite
direction for alcohol compared with illicit drugs. Arrests for aggressive crimes
were more strongly related to reports of frequent alcohol use than to testing
positive for illicit drugs. In fact, persons who tested positive for illicit drugs
were less likely to be involved in aggressive crime than those who tested nega-
tive. Kouri and colleagues (1997) found that 53 percent of State prison inmates
in Massachusetts reported that their drug use played a significant role in the
commission of the crime for which they were incarcerated. Further, almost all
the inmates had been incarcerated at some time for a crime related to drug use.

Across various cities in the United States, about one-fourth to one-half of all
homicides are drug related (U.S. DOJ, BJS 1992a). Drug-related homicides
appear to involve young (late teens through twenties) men, especially
African-Americans and Hispanics (Blumstein 1995b; U.S. DOJ, BJS 1992a).
Further, about half of all victims of homicide have drugs (usually cocaine or a
cocaine metabolite) in their body (U.S. DOJ, BJS 1992a). Spunt and colleagues
(1994) interviewed prison inmates in New York State and found that about one-
fifth of all homicides were reported to be related to alcohol use, although in about
half of these cases, the respondent was also high on another drug (usually mari-
juana). Inciardi (1990b) found large variations across cities in terms of increases
and decreases in homicide rates from 1985 through 1989. He thus concluded that
homicide rates are not associated with rates of crack use and crack distribution
and that the association between crack use and violence varies by location.
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Victimization studies also provide empirical support for the alcohol-violence
relationship, although the rates vary considerably. Pernanen’s (1991) study in
Thunder Bay, Canada, showed that 54 percent of all violent incidents (which
included nonserious types of violence such as pushing and shoving) were
alcohol-related. In contrast, data from NCVS indicate that only 28 percent
of all violent crimes are alcohol related (Gramckow et al. 1995).

Gender, age, and ethnic differences in the nature of the drug-crime relationship
have been observed. Rates of alcohol-related violent offenses appear to be
higher for males than for females and highest in the 20- to 30-year-old age
group, as compared with younger or older samples (Collins and Messerschmidt
1993). Gender by age interactions are also noteworthy (Nunes-Dinis and
Weisner 1997). Although some research indicates that drug-related violence is
increasing for women, there is debate as to whether rates are actually increas-
ing or whether official labeling of females is increasing (Goldstein 1989). In a
recent study of arrestees in California, gender was not a significant predictor of
violent offenses when alcohol and drug use and demographic variables were
controlled (Nunes-Dinis and Weisner 1997). Further, this study found no signifi-
cant differences between men and women in the proportion charged with
violent, drug-related, or alcohol-related offenses.

The data on ethnic differences in the drug-crime association are incon-
sistent and indicate complex gender-by-ethnicity interactions (Collins and
Messerschmidt, 1993). Wieczorek, Welte, and Abel (1990) reported that more
males than females, and more whites than blacks, were under the influence of
alcohol at the time they committed a homicide. In contrast, the rate of those
under the influence of illicit drugs was consistent across genders and races.
Valdez and colleagues (1995) identified a moderating effect of ethnicity on the
drug-crime relationship among male DUF arrestees in San Antonio. Whites
were more likely to be involved in aggressive crimes than Mexican-Americans.
Further, the combined use of alcohol and drugs was more strongly associated
with aggressive crimes for Mexican-Americans than for whites, whereas the
use of alcohol alone was more strongly associated for whites (see also Valdez
et al. 1997). For both whites and Mexican-Americans, heavy drinkers were
just as likely to commit property crimes as violent crimes. Although several
researchers have found ethnic differences in the association between drug use
and crime, others have not (e.g., Inciardi and Surratt 1998).

Research on arrested adolescent offenders indicates that they also report
being under the influence of alcohol and drugs when they commit crimes
(Collins 1993). In 1993, 8 percent and 10 percent, respectively, of all youths
in custody in State institutions reported that they were under the influence of
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only alcohol when they committed a violent or a property crime (U.S. DOJ,
BJS 1994a). Similarly, 12 percent committed a violent offense and 17 percent
a property crime while under the influence of only drugs. Approximately
one-fourth committed property or violent crimes while under the influence

of both drugs and alcohol.

In contrast, data from community samples of adolescents do not provide

strong support for a direct association between alcohol/drug use and violence
(Carpenter et al. 1988; White 1997b). In a national sample of adolescents,
Elliott, Huizinga, and Menard (1989) examined self-reports of the use of alco-
hol and drugs immediately prior to commission of index offenses. They found
no relationship between acute drug use and property or violent crime. For alco-
hol, however, they found a definite relationship for sexual assaults and a proba-
ble relationship for aggravated assaults. However, the association between
alcohol use and violent crime was stronger in young adulthood than in adoles-
cence, suggesting that the nature of the relationship may change over the life
course. After a review of the literature on alcohol, drugs, and violence among
youths, Osgood (1994) concluded that there was little evidence that substance
use makes an independent contribution to adolescent violence.

In addition to individual-level analyses, support for an alcohol-violence associ-
ation comes from macro-level studies of the relationship between alcohol avail-
ability and rates of violence. Rates of homicide and other forms of violence
have been related to alcohol availability and per-capita consumption in interna-
tional as well as in U.S. State comparisons, although the strength of the rela-
tionship is reduced when other variables, such as poverty, are controlled (Parker
1993). Further, efforts to reduce drinking (e.g., by increasing the tax on alco-
hol) have been shown to decrease violent crime (Cook and Moore 1993).

It is generally recognized that the relationship between alcohol availability
and crime is best studied using small geographic areas no larger than cities
(Scribner et al. 1999). Using city-level data, Parker and Rebhun (1995) found
that increases in alcohol availability helped explain why the homicide rate
tripled between 1960 and 1980. They found that the homicide rate was posi-
tively related to beer consumption and negatively related to increases in the
minimum drinking age. A recent study of cities in Los Angeles County found
that 70 percent of violent crime could be explained by a community’s socio-
demographic characteristics, but that an additional 7 percent of the variability
in violent crime could be explained by alcohol outlet densities (Scribner,
MacKinnon, and Dwyer 1995). However, these findings were not entirely repli-
cated in a study of more than 200 New Jersey municipalities: Alcohol outlet
densities did not significantly contribute to violent crime rates after controlling
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for the same sociodemographic characteristics (Gorman et al. 1998). In a fur-
ther study focused on the relationship between alcohol outlet density and vio-
lence within a single New Jersey municipality, alcohol outlet density was found
to be the best predictor of violent crime (Speer et al.1998). Alcohol outlet den-
sity was also a significant predictor of neighborhood variations in the level of
violent crime in studies conducted in several other U.S. cities (Alaniz, Cartmill,
and Parker 1998; Roncek and Pravatiner 1989; Roncek and Maier 1991;
Scribner et al. 1999; Sherman, Gartin, and Buerger 1989).

Overall, this research suggests that moderate restrictions on alcohol availability
may reduce violence (Cook and Moore 1993). However, Lipsey and colleagues
(1997) argue that the existing studies do not establish a causal relationship
because the findings have been equivocal, there is uncertainty about what other
variables should be controlled, and the full range of possible confounding fac-
tors has not been examined. Moreover, even if a causal relationship between
outlet density and rates of violence were to be established, the underlying mech-
anism would also need to be specified before policies could be developed. For
example, the association between alcohol availability and violent crime may be
due to the effects of alcohol on individuals’ psychological functioning: The more
outlets there are in a community, the greater the number of people drinking and
therefore subject to the cognitive effects of alcohol (see section on the pharmaco-
logical model). Alternately, it may be the drinking context—principally, drinking
in public places—that explains the association between alcohol availability and
violence. From this perspective, alcohol itself plays a relatively minor role; rather,
it is the features of bars and other drinking places that matter (for a discussion of
these features, see Graham, Schmidt, and Gillis 1996).

Temporal ordering

Studies of developmental trajectories of drug use and crime indicate very dif-
ferent patterns. That is, onset of delinquency peaks in mid-adolescence and
then declines dramatically after age 18. On the other hand, illicit drug use
usually begins in mid-adolescence, and initiation of some substances continues
into young adulthood (Elliott, Huizinga, and Menard 1989; Kandel and Logan
1984). Elliott and colleagues (1989) found that rates for serious delinquency
decreased by 70 percent as their sample aged from adolescence to young adult-
hood. On the other hand, rates for polydrug use increased by 350 percent dur-
ing this same time period.

Researchers have examined the temporal order between various stages of drug
use and delinquency. Elliott and colleagues (1989) found that, among subjects
who initiated delinquency and polydrug use, minor delinquency almost always
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came first and, in fact, no one initiated marijuana or polydrug use before minor
delinquency. Alcohol use came second, although a substantial percentage of
subjects initiated Index offenses prior to alcohol use. In general, however,
alcohol use was followed by marijuana use, then Index offending, and, finally,
polydrug use. Among subjects who initiated both marijuana use and Index
offending, Index offending was more likely to precede marijuana use than vice-
versa. Elliott and colleagues (1989) note, however, that whereas delinquency is
more likely to influence the onset of drug use than the reverse, serious drug use
(repeated polydrug use) is more likely to influence the maintenance of serious
delinquency. In other words, if drug use does influence delinquency, it may be by
reducing the probability of terminating, rather than increasing, the probability of
initiating delinquent behavior (Chaiken and Chaiken 1990; Shannon 1998).

Research on the long-term association between drug use and crime presents
mixed findings. Farrington (1995) found that males who were aggressive in
childhood or adolescence were more likely to be heavier drinkers and drug tak-
ers in adulthood. He suggested that this continuity is probably not specific to
aggression, but rather it is part of a general continuity in antisocial behavior
from childhood to adulthood. White, Brick, and Hansell (1993) found that,
among adolescent males, early aggressive behavior compared with alcohol use
was a better predictor of later alcohol-related aggression. Their findings sug-
gested that males who engage in alcohol-related aggression are aggressive from
early adolescence and behave aggressively whether or not they use alcohol.
Alternatively, a study of juvenile offenders in Finland found that those juve-
niles who had arrests for drunkenness were more likely to have arrests for vio-
lent crimes 5 to 10 years later (Virkkunen 1977). In another study of adolescent
offenders, Dembo and colleagues (1991) also found that alcohol use predicted
violent offending approximately 1 year later.

Recently, White and Hansell (1998) examined the acute and long-term associa-
tions between alcohol, marijuana, and cocaine use and aggression from early
adolescence into adulthood. Overall, their results suggested that the long-term
and acute relationships between aggression and drug use vary by drug type and
stage of the life cycle. For example, whereas alcohol use was not significantly
related to later aggressive behavior at any age, both marijuana and cocaine use
in middle to late adolescence were significantly related to increased aggression
in adulthood. In complement, Kaplan and Damphousse (1995) found that drug
use in adolescence predicted increased aggression in adulthood, although the
predictive utility was weak. Kandel, Simcha-Fagan, and Davies (1986) found
that among males, early delinquency predicted later drug use, but early drug
use did not predict later delinquency. For females they found that illicit drug
use in adolescence predicted delinquency in adulthood. A recent structural
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equation model test using high-risk samples found that current alcohol and
cocaine use had a direct effect on increased criminality, whereas marijuana use
did not (Yu and Williford 1994). In addition to these drug type differences, lon-
gitudinal studies suggest that there are gender and age differences that affect
the long-term associations between drug use and delinquency (Friedman et al.
1996; White and Hansell 1996; White et al. 1999).

In sum, longitudinal studies that have examined the temporal associations
between drug use and criminal behavior report mixed findings. Most studies
have found that early aggression and delinquency predict later alcohol prob-
lems, yet the findings are equivocal as to whether early alcohol use predicts
later aggression. Many studies have found that early drug use predicts later
aggression and crime. Further, longitudinal research indicates that initiation
into delinquency precedes drug use; however, changes in drug use affect
changes in criminal behavior. Although the data indicate that, for most people,
aggressive behavior precedes initiation into drug use, it does not mean that acute
or chronic use of drugs does not lead to subsequent violent behavior. The data
supporting a causal relationship will be reviewed separately for the psychophar-
macological, economic motivation, systemic, and common cause models.

Is the Association Between Drug Use
and Crime Causal?

The psychopharmacological model

The psychopharmacological model has gained greater support in the alcohol lit-
erature than in literature about other drugs. Support for this model comes from
laboratory studies of animals and humans. Although studies of animals demon-
strate that low to moderate doses of alcohol increase aggressiveness, there are
many problems in generalizing from animal aggression to human violence (see
Miczek et al. 1994). Here we discuss only studies of humans.

Controlled laboratory studies have consistently found that acute intoxication
by alcohol (below sedating levels) is related to aggression when the subject is
provoked (Bushman 1997). However, it has also been demonstrated that the
relationship between alcohol use and aggression is moderated by subject char-
acteristics (e.g., gender, aggressive tendencies, cognitive abilities), experimental
design conditions (e.g., provocation, nonaggressive response alternative, peer
pressure, normative standards), and beverage characteristics (e.g., dose, type)
(Gustafson 1993; Pihl, Peterson, and Lau 1993; Ito, Miller, and Pollock 1996;
Chermack and Giancola 1997). In a recent meta-analysis, Bushman (1997)
reported that increased aggression under conditions of alcohol intoxication in
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the laboratory cannot be explained by either physiological disinhibition of alco-
hol or alcohol expectancies. Rather, alcohol increases aggression by causing
changes within the person that increase the risk for aggression, such as reduced
intellectual functioning, reduced self-awareness, and inaccurate assessment of
risks. These same alcohol-induced changes may put a person at risk for nonag-
gressive crimes, although less research and theorizing has been applied to psy-
chopharmacological explanations for property crime. Numerous biological and
neuropsychological mechanisms have been proffered to explain how alcohol
use increases the risk of violence (for greater detail, see White 1997a; Miczek
et al. 1994; Pihl, Peterson, and Lau 1993; Fagan 1990; Parker and Auerhahn
1999). (For a review of laboratory studies and theoretical explanations for the
association between alcohol and aggression, see Bushman 1997; Ito, Miller, and
Pollock 1996; Chermack and Giancola 1997; Lipsey et al. 1997; Parker and
Rebhun 1995. For a review of the methodological issues in laboratory research,
see White 1997a.)

The psychopharmacological explanation for the drug-violence association has
largely been refuted in the literature with regard to heroin and marijuana, but

it has received strong support with regard to barbiturates and tranquilizers.
(For an extensive review of specific drug effects on aggression in animals and
humans, see Miczek et al. 1994; see also Parker and Auerhahn 1998). Lab-
oratory studies indicate that marijuana and opiates have the opposite effect of
alcohol in that moderate doses temporarily inhibit aggression and violence,
although withdrawal from opiates increases aggression. There is some research
to indicate that chronic use of marijuana, opiates, and amphetamines increases
the risk of violent behavior (Miczek et al. 1994). No conclusive evidence
supports a direct association between cocaine use and violence (Miczek et al.
1994). As well, there has been no evidence (except anecdotal and small sam-
ples) that acute use of PCP (phencyclidine) and LSD (lysergic acid diethylamide)
is associated with violent behavior, except when use enhances already exist-
ing psychopathology (Miczek et al. 1994; see also Fagan 1990; Parker and
Auerhahn 1998). Similarly, cocaine and amphetamine use can increase para-
noia, which might result in violence. However, the intoxicating effects of all of
these drugs account for very little drug-related violent crime. It is also possible
that drug and alcohol use may interact to affect violent behavior (Denison,
Paredes, and Booth 199