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THINKING

ABOUT

CRIME


FOREWORD BY CHARLES MURRAY

ALMOST FOUR DECADES after its publication Thinking About Crime is still the best single source you can read if you want to learn about the great policy issues associated with crime and punishment. All by itself, that’s remarkable: most policy books are outdated within a few years. But Thinking About Crime is more than the best single policy analysis of crime. It is authentically historic. It perfected a new way of communicating the findings of social science. It fired the opening salvo in the battle to recouple public policy to the realities of human nature. It changed the American criminal justice system.

Opening a Window onto the State of Knowledge

In the 1960s policy analysis underwent a revolution. Before then econometricians had made progress in modeling modern economies, and psychometricians had made progress in quantifying human mental abilities, but the science of assessing the impact of policy innovations in crime, education, welfare, health care, or employment was effectively nonexistent.

To see why, imagine that you are a police chief who decides, as an experimental effort to reduce crime, to take some of your police out of squad cars and put them on the street to walk beats. Your measure of success is the number of reported crimes, and you want to compare that measure in police precincts that did and did not participate in the experiment. It sounds simple, and if your experiment has a huge effect on crime, it is simple. But such programs almost never have huge effects, and real cities’ precincts vary widely on many factors that might affect the crime rate. So what you really need to know is the size of the residual change in the crime rate after taking the precincts’ populations, family incomes, educational attainments, ethnic compositions, and a dozen other variables into account. The statistical equations for figuring out the size of that residual change, known as “regression analysis,” have been known since the nineteenth century, but actually solving those equations for many variables and a large sample without a computer would require thousands of hours of manual computation—something a Manhattan Project could afford, but not policy researchers.

In the early 1960s the mainframe computer began to make its appearance on college campuses. It was primitive by today’s standards—the laptop that you carry in your backpack is far more powerful than the mainframe computers that filled large rooms in the 1960s—but it could solve regression equations with many variables and a large sample. Then Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society gave social scientists a flood of new social programs intended to educate the uneducated, socialize the marginalized, and pull the impoverished out of poverty as well as awarding federal grants for evaluating those programs. Modern quantitative policy analysis took off.

By the time James Q. Wilson wrote Thinking About Crime, it had become obvious how hard it was to make sense of the burgeoning technical literature. Out of all the journal articles and research reports, often tortuously arcane and written by scholars who had tunnel vision about the meaning of their own findings, how was one to piece together a balanced, meaningful story about the forest instead of the trees? This was not something that social scientists knew how to do. The task required social scientists with a new skill set both broad and deep: fluency in the new language and methods of quantitative social science, street wisdom about the realities within which social programs operate, judiciousness in assessing the validity of any given study, the ability to stitch the results of disparate studies into accurate generalizations, and a gift for writing clear prose for lay readers.

Thinking About Crime had antecedents. Christopher Jencks’s Inequality (1972) was similar in the clarity of its prose and the breadth of the data it invoked, but it was highly technical and, unlike Thinking About Crime, filled with its own original analyses of new data. The Unheavenly City (1970) by Wilson’s mentor, Edward Banfield, described a wide-ranging body of data on urban social problems, but Banfield’s topic was so sprawling that it did not lend itself to focused syntheses of the state of knowledge on specific policies. It was Wilson who perfected the genre in Thinking About Crime.

I first encountered Thinking About Crime when I opened my copy of the New York Times magazine on March 9, 1975, and found a startlingly entitled article, “Lock ’Em Up.” It turned out to be a lengthy excerpt from Thinking About Crime timed to coincide with the book’s publication, but I didn’t know that at the time. As a newly minted PhD just starting a career in policy analysis, I knew only that this man Wilson was amazing.

First, there was his voice. He wrote beautifully, with a simplicity and transparency that looks effortless when you read it. For most of us who write, that effortlessness, on the rare occasions when we achieve it, is the product of multiple drafts and endless tweaking. Apparently this wasn’t the case for Wilson; according to Richard Herrnstein, who would be Wilson’s coauthor on Crime and Human Nature (1985), Wilson wrote in longhand on legal pads and seldom had to rewrite. But the clarity of the prose wasn’t the only thing that struck me when I read “Lock ’Em Up.” Wilson also had a wry detachment and wit that made his reader not only want to know the man but also trust him utterly. That trust was not misplaced; no one was more dispassionate about following the evidence wherever it took him.

Wilson’s mastery of the literature dazzled me. The man seemed to have read everything. And, as I discovered when I later got to know him, he had. But reading everything is not the same as being able to synthesize everything. I marveled at Wilson’s ability to tell me what all these studies meant without either oversimplifying or obfuscating. In short, I finished “Lock ’Em Up” and, later, the full book knowing that I had found the model against which I should measure my own work—as should all of us who try to write analytically about public policy. Thinking About Crime is how it’s supposed to be done.

Recoupling Policy Analysis to the Realities of Human Nature

The first sentence of Thinking About Crime is a textbook example of how to open a book by revealing its subtext:

                The common theme of the essays that make up this book is that the proper design of public policies requires a clear and sober understanding of the nature of man and, in particular, of the extent to which that nature can be changed by plan.

That elegantly crafted sentence was also quietly revolutionary. The existence of a fixed human nature, resistant to manipulation, was anathema to the received wisdom that had taken hold in the 1960s and still persisted when Wilson wrote Thinking About Crime. That received wisdom spilled into every topic in public policy. With regard to crime the experts denounced the idea that some people are born with a criminal personality. They asserted that poverty, racism, and other forms of disadvantage and injustice were not just the root causes of crimes; they were the only causes. According to these experts, to look for causes embedded in an individual’s personal characteristics was reactionary and wrong. In education the self-esteem movement promised spectacular improvements in academic performance and adult success when students were socialized to believe in themselves. The idea that children’s innate differences in intelligence and industriousness mostly determine differences in academic performance was also considered reactionary and wrong. As the feminist movement gained momentum in the 1970s, scholars contended that gender differences in the personalities of little boys and girls were socially constructed and that in a properly run world men and women would be equally attracted to caring for infants or tinkering with carburetors. It wasn’t often said so baldly, but in effect the received wisdom held that human beings are blank slates upon which well-designed social programs could write as they wish.

Thinking About Crime brought the realities of human nature to the analysis of crime and criminals. Wilson said that some people are wicked—a shockingly judgmental word for a chaired professor at Harvard University to use—and need to be set apart from society so that they cannot harm the innocent. He said that avarice is a reality and that effective policies for dealing with crime must remember that “many people, neither wicked nor innocent, but watchful, dissembling, and calculating of their chances, ponder our reactions to wickedness as a clue to what they might profitably do.” Wilson’s prescriptions for crime prevention were grounded in his understanding that humans are social animals, instinctively seeking the approbation of the dominant group, and that policing can affect whether that dominant group is perceived to be the criminals or the law abiding. All of these links between human nature and public policy were documented with evidence for which the blank-slaters had no countervailing evidence. The facts were on Wilson’s side, and he stated them fearlessly.

By so doing he made the way easier for those who followed in his footsteps. Over the next two decades other brave souls dared to present evidence bearing on the complicated interaction between policy and biologically embedded human characteristics. As their work grew in range and persuasiveness, they enabled landmark works that consolidated a change in the intellectual zeitgeist. By 1998 E. O. Wilson, who had published Sociobiology the same year that Thinking About Crime appeared, could write Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge, describing the ways in which evolutionary biology, genetics, and neuroscience were linking up with the social sciences. By 2002 Steven Pinker could write The Blank Slate: The Modern Denial of Human Nature, drawing on shelves of technical and applied studies that he used to complete the intellectual annihilation of the mindset that had a near monopoly in 1975 when Wilson published Thinking About Crime.

Transforming Practice

Rarely does a policy scholar transform practice, but James Q. Wilson did just that on a grand scale—not for a single program, but for the entire American criminal justice system—and he did so with the text that appears in Thinking About Crime.

When Thinking About Crime was published in 1975, the United States had spent more than a decade enduring the terrifying rise in crime that you will find described in chapter 1. From 1961 to 1972 the FBI’s property crime rate had doubled, and the violent crime rate had increased 2.5 times. Over the same period the number of inmates in American prisons had been falling—not just the imprisonment rate per 100,000 crimes but also the simple raw number of inmates in state and federal prisons, which had dropped from 220,149 in 1961 to 196,092 in 1972.

That crime could have risen so massively while the raw number of inmates dropped is evidence of the stranglehold that a certain theoretical framework had gained over the practice of criminal justice. If the causes of crime lie outside the individual, as the blank-slate received wisdom demanded, then how can punishing the individual be appropriate? This school of thought, described in detail in chapter 3, amounted to a rejection of prison as an effective and just way to deal with crime. The title of Karl Menninger’s influential book of the period, The Crime of Punishment (1966), summarizes the mindset behind it.

The discussion of correctional policy in chapters 7, 8, and 9 in Thinking About Crime transformed the terms of debate. Until then, “everybody knew” that sending people to prison only made them into worse criminals and didn’t affect the crime rate. After Wilson made his overwhelming case that rehabilitation had been a failure and that locking people up was one of our few proven strategies for reducing crime, the mindset collapsed. Practice changed too. The imprisonment numbers had been inching up since 1972, but suddenly they started to soar. The number of prisoners in state and federal prisons in 1975 was 240,593. Ten years later it had doubled to 487,593. Ten years after that it had doubled again to 1,078,542. This was not all Wilson’s doing, but Thinking About Crime broke the intellectual grip of those who believed in “the crime of punishment” and enabled policymakers to start thinking straight again about how best to protect the public from crime.

The change in correctional policy was only the first wave of Wilson’s impact on criminal justice. In 1985 Wilson published the revised version of Thinking About Crime that you are now reading. It contains five chapters that were not part of the 1975 edition. One of them, chapter 5, was originally published in the Atlantic Monthly in March 1982 under the title “Broken Windows: The Police and Neighborhood Safety,” coauthored with George L. Kelling. A measure of the article’s influence is that you probably have heard of the phrase “broken windows” in relation to crime prevention, even if you didn’t know where it came from. The theory laid out in chapter 5, that enforcing public order in small ways will also reduce major crimes, has directly influenced the behavior of police departments throughout the country, most famously in New York City, where the broken windows philosophy was adopted as official policy.

It is hard for people who didn’t live through the 1970s and 1980s to realize how dramatically urban life has changed since then. The downtowns of big cities looked and felt dangerous. Graffiti was everywhere. Panhandlers were everywhere too—not the occasional homeless person sitting quietly but hostile and aggressive people who might accost you at any time. You had to be on your guard against muggings, even in “good” neighborhoods and even during the daytime, and you had to practice elaborate defensive strategies that everyone took for granted. In the worst neighborhoods street crime was not just a threat but a daily reality.

Many factors have gone into the revival of the downtowns of most American cities. The reasons for the decline in crime that began in the early 1990s are complex and still not fully understood. This much, however, is indisputable: when Wilson first published Thinking About Crime in 1975, crime was at the very top of the list of domestic problems that concerned the average American. When Wilson’s ideas about the role of prisons and, subsequently, crime prevention were widely embraced and implemented nationwide, crime fell dramatically, and cities became livable again. James Q. Wilson’s role in producing those changes cannot be calibrated precisely, but it was somewhere between substantial and phenomenal. I cannot think of another social scientist whose effect on national life comes even close.

[image: ]

THINKING ABOUT CRIME accomplished a lot. And, if I may close on a personal note, the book and its author accomplished one more small thing: they changed my life. As best I could, I made good on my aspiration to use Thinking About Crime as a model. In the early 1980s, as I worked on a book about social policy that would be published as Losing Ground, I kept in mind the detached style and conversational tone of Thinking About Crime. The importance of human nature in determining good public policy became a central theme of my next book, In Pursuit (1988), which explored the relationship of public policy to the pursuit of happiness. Through James Q. Wilson I came to know Richard Herrnstein, my coauthor on The Bell Curve.

I am just one of many whose professional lives were changed by the book and the man. Wilson was already a rising figure before Thinking About Crime was published. In the decades that followed, he became august—adviser to the most senior government officials, member of prestigious task forces and committees, president of the American Political Science Association, and recipient of the nation’s highest civilian honor, the Presidential Medal of Freedom. But to me and many others who have spent our careers poring over technical articles, research reports, and statistical tables, trying to make sense of them for our readers, he was not just the august James Q. Wilson. He was also Jim Wilson, our always-approachable, always-gracious colleague who did what we did—only better. He was our prototype and exemplar, the man who taught us how to do policy analysis that is both true and useful. He was the master craftsman of our trade.

Charles Murray
Burkittsville, Maryland
29 November 2012


INTRODUCTION

THE COMMON THEME of the essays that make up this book is that the proper design of public policies requires a clear and sober understanding of the nature of man and, in particular, of the extent to which that nature can be changed by plan. Crime is not the only issue that evokes this theme, but it is one that does so dramatically, and it happens to be one that I have found myself studying, off and on, for the better part of twenty years.

I might never have brought together the essays that constituted, in 1975, the first edition of this book had it not been for my belief that the public debate then underway about crime and its prevention was dividing the country (or at least its political elites) into diametrically opposed and intellectually untenable positions. To oversimplify a bit, the liberal position on crime in the late 1960s and early 1970s was, first, to deny that crime was rising and to imply that public concern about “crime in the streets” was simply a rhetorical cover for racist sentiments; second, to state that if, by any chance, crime was actually increasing, it was the result of a failure to invest enough tax money in federal programs aimed at unemployment and poverty; and third, to the extent crime might occur even after such investments, the proper strategy was to rehabilitate offenders in therapeutic facilities located in the community rather than in prisons.

The conservative position was that crime was destroying American society but that this could be prevented by “supporting your local police” (bumper stickers with such sentiments were thoughtfully provided as a low-cost way of implementing that support), impeaching Chief Justice Earl Warren and reversing the Supreme Court rules that were “handcuffing” the police, appointing a “get-tough” attorney general, and reviving the death penalty.

Though present-day liberals and conservatives may deny that these views were ever offered by them, I would refer them to the campaign speeches heard in the 1964, 1968, and 1972 presidential elections. The Republicans in those years spoke frequently of crime but claimed that, contrary to what one might suppose would be the position of a party concerned about states’ rights and the virtues of federalism, the solution to crime could be found in Washington with a redirected Supreme Court and a new attorney general. The Democrats’ position was to reject such solutions, not simply because they were implausible (though they were), but because the problem they were meant to address did not exist. The 1968 Democratic national platform mentioned crime in passing (it is reassuring to learn that the Democrats deplored it), but scarcely anything was said about crime at the convention that produced this platform, and the two major interest groups presumably speaking for the problems of urban America, the AFL–CIO and the Urban Coalition, made no proposals about crime. The incumbent attorney general, Ramsey Clark, was quoted as saying that he did not think we were having a crime wave at all, and two years later, in a book entitled Crime in America, he further reassured us that since the typical middle-class city dweller will be victimized by a violent crime only “once every 2,000 years,” we can safely afford to turn our attention to the “far more corrosive” effect of white-collar crime.

I believed at the time that the crime issue was in danger of being left to the demagogues who would either deny what were among the plainest facts of everyday experience or claim that crime could best be prevented by reconstituting the Supreme Court. I also believed that some social scientists had some important things to say and that if their findings were attended to, a bit less nonsense might be uttered. Among the social scientists who had the most to say were a (then) small group of economists, operations research analysts, and political scientists who were beginning to use social science methods to test the efficacy of alternative crime control strategies. Finally, I believed then and I believe now that our society does not need to choose between helping the disadvantaged and fighting crime; to the contrary, helping the disadvantaged is desirable in its own right, and reducing crime is in itself a major source of assistance to those disadvantaged persons who are the principal victims of crime.

Today, seven years later, the political debate is vastly different and, on the whole, much improved. The presidential candidates in 1976 and 1980 adopted, by and large, a constructive attitude toward the crime problem—they scarcely mentioned it. In part this was because crime was no longer a partisan issue, the Democrats having caught up with the public’s concern about the problem and the Republicans having learned while in power for eight years that the president cannot be a police chief or a prison warden. But in part also, I think, the modest and nonideological attention given to crime in national campaign rhetoric reflected a growing consensus about the major lines along which the problem ought to be approached.

That consensus had much in common with what the first edition of this book said and what the revised edition repeats: rehabilitation has not yet been shown to be a promising method for dealing with serious offenders, broad-gauge investments in social progress have little near-term effect on crime rates, punishment is not an unworthy objective for the criminal justice system of a free and liberal society to pursue, the evidence supports (though cannot conclusively prove) the view that deterrence and incapacitation work, and new crime-control techniques ought to be tried in a frankly experimental manner with a heavy emphasis on objective evaluation.

Though there is today a greater political consensus and more intellectual common sense evident in public discussions of crime, the consensus is still incomplete and the common sense is far from universal. In speaking before various audiences and in responding to criticisms of the previous edition of this book, I have learned that five issues continue to preoccupy many persons and, since they do not preoccupy me, I am judged by these persons to be either insensitive or fainthearted. The first of these issues follows from my giving principal attention to predatory street crime rather than to “white-collar” crime. No matter how fearful the public may be about the prospect of being mugged, raped, burgled, or vandalized, someone is bound to insist that the “real” problem is political corruption, commercial price-fixing, environmental degradation, or defective automobile designs. I am often told that such activities—which are always called “crimes,” whether or not there is in fact a statute imposing criminal penalties on those who engage in them—are more serious because they are more costly to society. They may well be more costly than burglary and robbery if we count only monetary losses, but the American people are not concerned about crime simply, or even chiefly, because it is expensive. Crime is not like inflation or high taxes; though it has economic components, it is not an economic issue. Crime arouses fear and often causes injuries. But so does, one might object, a nuclear accident or an unsafe car. True, and these are serious matters because of that. But predatory crime, in particular crime committed by strangers on innocent victims, causes the kind of fear that drives people apart from one another and thus impedes or even prevents the formation of meaningful human communities. Predatory crime violates the social contract. Moreover, we regard these burglaries, robberies, and rapes not merely as bad or costly or dangerous behavior, but as immoral behavior. That is why, in virtually every known society, past or present, theft, rape, murder, and unprovoked assault are universally condemned. By contrast, while some nations punish businessmen who form industrial trusts, others elevate such men to the peerage. Some nations think the quality of the environment or the safety of cars or the corruption of political life are largely private matters; others think they are public ones. But all nations punish, in the name of the state, theft and unjustified violence. To me, and I suspect to most citizens, all this seems obvious, and thus one should not have to apologize for writing a book about predatory crime and leaving to others the important task of writing about “white-collar” crime. But some leftist intellectuals are so preoccupied with turning all discussion of social problems into an attack on the prevailing economic and political order that their customary response to the public’s concern with street crime is to change the subject. Since these intellectuals claim to speak for the best interest of the workers, this response is all the more curious.

A second criticism is that one can do little about crime without addressing its “root causes.” In the first edition of this book, I said some rather testy things about that line of argument, not because crime has no root causes, but because a free society can do so little about attacking these causes that a concern for their elimination becomes little more than an excuse for doing nothing. I devoted then, and I repeat here, an entire chapter (chapter 3) to the subject of why one can think seriously about anticrime policies without first discovering a cure for the causes of crime. And in a new chapter (chapter 12) I give an account of what some of these causes may be. But it has become increasingly clear to me that what some people who worry about “root causes” really mean is not that such causes should be found by careful investigation and then remedied by imaginative policies, but rather that these causes are already known and that they can be easily addressed by government programs, provided we have the “will” to do so. The root cause of crime, in this view, is poverty and deprivation, which can be ended by social programs. There is certainly more crime in most poor neighborhoods than in most well-off ones and most criminals are less prosperous than most law-abiding citizens. But as I hope to show (in chapter 7), it is far from clear that giving more opportunities or higher incomes to offenders will lead them to commit fewer crimes, and it is even less clear that programs designed to make society as a whole better off will lower the crime rate. I make this point, not to denigrate social progress, but to clarify our thinking. If human behavior is shaped by the tangible utility of alternative courses of action, then there is little reason to assume that it will be shaped only by those utilities called “jobs” and not also by those called “penalties.” It cannot be simply the case that “men steal because they are poor.” If objective conditions affect crime rates, then the full statement must be: “Men steal because the net benefits of stealing exceed the net benefits of working.” In other words, persons who explain the rise in crime by the absence of jobs should, by the force of their own logic, be prepared to explain it also by the absence of penalties. But they rarely do. Indeed, those who use economic want as an explanation of crime are largely drawn from the ranks of those who vehemently deny that crime can be deterred by sanctions.

But other readers who took exception to my insistence that one can intelligently make policies designed to reduce crime without first understanding the causes of crime surmised that this bespoke a preference on my part for “getting tough” by more vigorous law enforcement. Not at all. If kindness, better housing, improved diets, or lessened child abuse will reduce crime, I favor them. I only ask that the capacity of such measures to reduce crime be demonstrated and that their employment for crime-reduction purposes not be at the expense of society’s desire to see justice done to those who have violated its moral imperatives. In chapter 7, I review the evidence on one kind of helping program—supplying jobs and financial aid to ex-offenders and delinquents. The results are not very encouraging, but I take no satisfaction from that. And as far as other helping programs are concerned, I still await evidence that these will change, by plan and in large numbers, the behavior of serious offenders. Since I strongly suspect that cold, erratic, abusive parents create more than their share of delinquent children, I would especially welcome evidence that society knows how to make such parents warm, consistent, and nurturant, but precious little has come to my attention. There is one public enterprise I do not discuss that may have an effect on crime: the schools. The reason for the omission is ignorance—partly mine, partly that of scholars who only recently have tried to discover why some schools produce less misconduct than others, given similar pupils. In future writings, I hope to remedy that omission as best I can.

A third criticism of the first edition is that, even if sanctions might reduce crime, the use of prison as a sanction is wrong except for that tiny proportion of offenders who are truly dangerous. Prisons are bad because they make their inmates more criminal (they are “schools for crime”), because they are inevitably inhumane and brutalizing, and because they cost too much. Unlike the first two criticisms, this one suffers less from a flaw in logic or a political bias than from a failure of empirical analysis. We want to know, factually, whether prisons make inmates worse off or better off (it is not clear they do either), whether they are inevitably brutalizing (no one has ever, to the best of my knowledge, explained why some prisons are humane and others unspeakable), and whether their costs are unreasonable given the many functions (retribution, deterrence, the protection of society) that they may perform. These questions can be answered, within limits, but only by careful inquiry, not by repeating slogans (“Alternatives to prison!” “Prison costs more than Harvard!”).

A fourth argument with which I am frequently confronted is that it is important to reinstate the death penalty. This is not so much a criticism of what I have said as of what I have failed to say. Nobody needs to be told what passions can be aroused by a discussion of capital punishment. While I certainly understand the sources of those passions, both among proponents and opponents, I am not certain why public discussion of crime, and especially political campaigns of candidates who wish to appear tough on crime, should involve so much attention to a policy that can have so little effect on crime rates. Serious and thoughtful arguments can be made for and against capital punishment but whichever argument prevails, the level of public safety on our streets will be little affected. I try to explain the grounds for my skepticism in chapter 10; let me anticipate that argument by putting the matter into a larger context. To the extent people favor the death penalty as a crime fighting measure (and not simply on grounds of just deserts), they are embracing the view that increasing the severity of penalties will have as much or more effect on crime than increasing the certainty or swiftness with which penalties of whatever sort are imposed. No doubt, very severe penalties, including death, will deter many people from committing crimes if people believe there is a good chance that these more severe penalties will in fact be imposed. But beyond a certain point, increases in the severity of penalties are counter -balanced by greater delays and uncertainties in their imposition. If the passions that have been harnessed in service of getting states to adopt the death penalty had instead been devoted to getting prosecutors and judges in those states to impose more quickly and more certainly the penalties already at their disposal, I suspect (and with some substantial factual support) that crime would have been measurably reduced. But getting the criminal justice system to function properly is slow, hard, politically unrewarding work; changing a statute to read “thirty years in prison” instead of “ten years in prison,” or “death” instead of “life imprisonment” is relatively easy and satisfyingly dramatic.

Finally, I am frequently asked what I think about gun control. I have learned to speak carefully in answering that question and as a result have pleased almost no one. When the first edition of this book appeared, I had not given any serious thought to the matter and hence said nothing. Things have improved only slightly since then. I have learned a great deal from the thoughtful, nonideological research of such scholars as Mark Moore and Philip Cook, but I cannot pretend to add anything to what they have discovered. I have appended to this volume a brief note on guns, originally co-authored with Moore, in which we try to show both that there are high social costs attached to leaving matters as they now stand and that few social benefits are likely to accrue to a policy of trying to shrink the total inventory of guns, reduce the rate of their manufacture, or greatly inhibit the opportunities people have for their lawful acquisition. We instead draw the reader’s attention to the problem of preventing people at risk—that is, persons likely to use guns—from carrying them about. To the extent this can be done, there may be significant and immediate gains in public safety without having to settle the politically and perhaps constitutionally explosive issue of whether ordinary citizens should have their access to firearms restricted.

I have addressed these criticisms, not to defend myself, but to reemphasize what I took to be the central message of the first edition, namely, that we can make more progress thinking analytically and experimentally about crime and its control than we can by exchanging slogans, rehearsing our ideology, or exaggerating the extent to which human nature or government institutions can be changed according to plan. Toward that end, I sought in 1975 to show that there was a growing body of scholarly literature, not generally known to the public, which, if taken seriously, could redirect public policy away from a (thus far) futile effort to alter human nature, by either general progress or individual rehabilitation, and toward a more promising effort to protect society by altering the choices facing would-be offenders. Since then, an immense amount of new research, much of it of very high quality, has been completed. We know more in 1983 than we knew in 1975 and, as is inevitably the case when our knowledge becomes richer, what first appeared to be relatively simple now appears somewhat more complex. As a result, this book, which tries to take into account the new findings of the last eight years, tells a more complicated story than did the first edition—there are more qualifications, exceptions, and uncertainties noted here than could have been noted, given the state of our knowledge, in 1975. I have not hesitated to put all these complexities before the reader because I want him or her to learn, if nothing else, how to think about crime and its control, and in particular how one can and cannot use scientific evidence. It was the economist, Harry Johnson, who noted the unhappy fact that “science demands the submergence of social conscience in a welter of statistical squabbles.”1

Important as these squabbles are, they are not the whole of the matter. They can test but they cannot replace the good sense of the citizen. I am struck now, as I was in 1975, by how keen and sure are the people’s awareness of their own problems and interests, so much so that popular concern for crime and neighborhood safety preceded by several years political and intellectual concern for such problems. I am impressed, now as then, with how insightful is the public understanding of the causes of crime. The average person locates the principal cause in the values of young persons which in turn are shaped by familial and social forces. (To many scholars, imbued with a materialist view of the world, this public understanding is still controversial, if not entirely wrong-headed.) Yet I continue to be aware of how uncertain and dubious are many of the popular remedies for crime, such as more police or better rehabilitative programs. It is the duty of the statesman to link the confident instincts, immediate knowledge, and deeply held values of the citizen with the policy analyses of the specialist so as to produce, by informed persuasion, reasonable programs. Only occasionally do American statesmen and scholars do this job very well, though on the whole they do it better today than they did a decade ago.

THE FIRST PART of this book describes our recent (since the early 1960s) experience with crime and its impact on the community, and then offers, in the form of a critique of some criminological writings, a general perspective on how best to think about crime control policies. Part II describes the police and their struggle with crime, neighborhood disorder, and community relations. Part III discusses five major issues in the debate over crime control policies: penalties and opportunities (sometimes called “deterrence”), incapacitation, rehabilitation, capital punishment, and drug control. Part IV begins with an ambitious (but neither complete nor conclusive) effort to place crime in the context of American history and culture, so as to reveal some of the fundamental forces affecting its incidence. “Root causes” appear here. Part IV ends with a summary discussion of what a decent crime-control policy might look like and why it is so difficult to implement it.

Five of the chapters that appear here did not appear in the first edition and three chapters that did appear earlier have been completely rewritten. The new material includes essays on neighborhood safety (chapter 5), incapacitation (chapter 8), rehabilitation (chapter 9), crime in American culture (chapter 12), and gun control (appendix), each of which has previously been published in a magazine, newspaper, or journal. The material on penalties and opportunities (chapter 7) appears for the first time, while the essays on police-community relations, the death penalty, and crime and public policy (chapters 6, 10, and 13) have been thoroughly revised.
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“No one thought more insightfuly about crime than James Q. Wilson.”
—POLICE COMMISSIONER RAYMOND W. KELLY
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