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xiii

It is our great pleasure to carry on the tradition of building upon George 
Vold’s original �eoretical Criminology. Vold’s �eoretical Criminology is one of 
the longest-running texts in the �eld, with its �rst edition published in 1958. 
�is span of sixty years has seen a total of eight editions, with the following 
authors and coauthors, in sequence: George Vold, �omas Bernard, Je�rey 
Snipes, and Alexander Gerould.

As we determined which materials to update, sections to add, and reor-
ganizations to make, we were informed by the rigorous and highly speci�c 
reviews of the previous edition by �fteen anonymous reviewers; we are 
greatly appreciative of their contributions.

�e former Chapter 16, on assessing criminology theories, has been 
merged with Chapter 1, the introduction to theory and crime. Chapter 2, on 
theory and policy in context, now has more information about how crime 
data is collected, and a discussion and analysis of trends in crime over the 
past �ve years (covering the period since the seventh edition). Chapter 3 
now includes a section on the neoclassical school, has a revamped and up-
dated section on deterrence theory, and an expansion of routine activities 
that includes L-RAT (lifestyle routine activities theory). To Chapter 4 we 
added a new section on epigenetics, a promising new area in line with the 
biosocial movement in criminology. We include a section on Freud and psy-
choanalysis in Chapter 5, and we expanded the section on research that uses 
personality tests. Chapter 6 includes a discussion of the modern applicability 
of Durkheim.

Chapters 7 and 8 are now reversed in order from the previous edition. 
Chapter 7 is now strain theories, and Chapter 8 is on neighborhoods and 
crime. Chapter 7 has undergone considerable reorganization, and it contains 
a signi�cantly expanded section on Agnew’s general strain theory and re-
search evaluating it. In Chapter 8, we now discuss micro-places, and we 
added a section on social disorganization and crime in rural areas. Chapter 9 
now has a new section on Tarde’s laws of imitation and Bandura’s social 
learning theory. It also contains a new section on assessing Akers’s social 
learning theory, as well as an expansion of Athens’s theory of violentization, 
which includes policy implications he recently put forth. Zimbardo’s Lucifer 
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xiv PREFACE

e�ect is no longer included in this chapter, and labeling theory has been 
moved here from the chapter on con�ict theory. In Chapter 10 we added a 
signi�cant amount of new research that assesses Gottfredson and Hirschi’s 
general theory of crime, which is based on self-control. Chapter 11 is now 
solely dedicated to con�ict theory, as we moved labeling theory to Chapter 
9. �is chapter has a new section on minority threat theory.

Chapter 12 now covers Marxist, postmodern, and green criminology. 
Approximately a quarter of the chapter is devoted to green criminology, 
which is a new addition to this volume. Chapter 13 includes a new section 
on the narrowing of the gender gap in violence, as well as some discussion of 
the backlash to feminist criminology. Chapter 14 is renamed “Developmen-
tal and Life-Course �eories.” In this chapter we discuss the in�uence of the 
developmental theorist Glen Elder Jr. on later developmental and life-course 
theories of crime; include some discussion of Laub and Sampson’s follow-up 
book to Sampson and Laub’s age-graded theory; and we have a new section 
on future directions in developmental and life-course theory, which is largely 
spent discussing desistance from criminal behavior. Chapter 15 has updated 
several integrated theories with recent research evaluating their hypotheses. 
A new, brief conclusion examines the proliferation of theory in criminology, 
and assesses the policy relevance of the multitude of criminological 
theories.

New to this edition is a supplement, which includes a bank of test ques-
tions useful for all instructors, especially for those who use this volume in 
undergraduate courses.
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CHAPTER 1

Theory and Crime

Criminology as a �eld of study has been well documented by a long line of 
excellent and distinguished textbooks going back many decades.1 Most of 
these texts concentrate on presenting facts that are known about the subject 
of crime. For example, they discuss the extent and distribution of criminal 
behaviors in society; the characteristics of criminal law and procedure; the 
characteristics of criminals; and the history, structure, and functioning of the 
criminal justice system. �e theoretical material presented in these texts is 
usually somewhat limited. Almost all texts review the major theories about 
the causes of criminal behavior, and some texts present other theoretical 
material such as sociology of law, philosophy of punishment, or theories of 
correctional treatment.

As a text in theoretical criminology, this book does not concentrate on 
presenting the facts known about crime, although at least some of these facts 
are presented in the various chapters. Instead, it concentrates on the theories 
that are used to explain the facts. �e theories themselves, rather than the 
facts about criminality, are the focus of this book.2

Basically, a theory is part of an explanation.3 It is a sensible way of un-
derstanding something, of relating it to the whole world of information, 
beliefs, and attitudes that make up the intellectual atmosphere of a people at 
a particular time or place. In the broad scope of history, there are two basic 
types of theories of crime. One relies on spiritual, or other-world, explana-
tions, while the other relies on natural, or this-world, explanations. Both 
types of theories are ancient as well as modern.

SPIRITUAL EXPLANATIONS

Spiritual explanations of crime are part of a general view of life in which 
many events are believed to result from the in�uence of otherworldly powers. 
For example, primitive people regarded natural disasters, such as famines, 
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�oods, and plagues, as punishments for wrongs they had done to the spiri-
tual powers.4 �ey responded by performing sacred rites and rituals to ap-
pease these powers.

A spiritual view of the world was closely tied to the origin and develop-
ment of the modern criminal justice system.5 In the Middle Ages in Europe, 
crime was a largely private a�air in which the victim or the victim’s family 
obtained revenge by in�icting a similar or greater harm on the o�ender or 
the o�ender’s family. But private vengeance had a tendency to start blood 
feuds as each side in�icted greater harms on the other side. �ese feuds could 
continue for many years until one or the other family was completely wiped 
out. �e feudal lords therefore instituted methods by which God could indi-
cate who was innocent and who was guilty. �e �rst such method was trial 
by battle. Both parties would swear to the truth of their claims in the dispute. 
�en they, or their designated representatives, would �ght each other. God 
would give victory to the righteous person, defeating the one who had just 
sworn a false oath. �us the family of the loser would have no grounds for 
exacting vengeance on the winner, and the blood feuds were ended.

�e problem with trial by battle was that great warriors (and those who 
could a�ord to hire them as designated representatives) could commit as 
many crimes as they wanted because God would always give them victory. 
�erefore somewhat later in history, trial by ordeal was instituted. In this 
method the accused was subjected to di�cult and painful tests, from which 
an innocent person (protected by God) would emerge unharmed while a 
guilty person would die a painful death. For example, a common method of 
determining whether a woman was a witch was to tie her up and throw her 
into water that had just been blessed.6 Generally, if the accused sank, she was 
considered innocent, but if she �oated, she was guilty. Other forms of ordeal 
included running the gauntlet and walking on �re. Trial by ordeal was con-
demned by the pope in 1215 and was replaced by compurgation, in which 
the accused gathered together a group of twelve reputable people who would 
swear that he or she was innocent. �e idea was that no one would lie under 
oath for fear of being punished by God. Compurgation ultimately evolved 
into testimony under oath and trial by jury.

Spiritual explanations of crime appeared in the New World in the Puritan 
colony on Massachusetts Bay. During the �rst sixty years of its existence, this 
colony experienced three serious crime waves that were thought to be caused 
by the devil. �e most serious of these crime waves occurred in 1692, when the 
community was thought to have been invaded by a large number of witches.7

Our modern prison system also originated in association with a spiritual 
explanation of crime. Around 1790, a group of Quakers in Philadelphia con-
ceived the idea of isolating criminals in cells and giving them only the Bible 
to read and some manual labor to perform. �e Quakers thought that crimi-
nals would then re�ect on their past wrongdoings and repent.8 �ey used the 
term penitentiary to describe their invention, a place for penitents who were 
sorry for their sins.
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Today, many religious individuals and groups explain crime in spiritual 
terms. For example, Charles Colson was special counsel to President Richard 
M. Nixon and served seven months in prison for his part in the Watergate 
a�air. As a result of his prison experience, he underwent a religious conver-
sion and founded Prison Fellowship International, which now operates in 
more than one hundred countries to reform criminal justice and to bring the 
Christian message to prisoners.9 Colson attributes crime to sinful human 
nature and argues that religious conversion is the only “cure” for crime.10

NATURAL EXPLANATIONS

Spiritual explanations make use of otherworldly powers to account for what 
happens; natural explanations make use of objects and events in the material 
world to explain the same things. Like the spiritual approach, the natural 
approach to explanation is ancient as well as modern.

�e early Greeks developed naturalistic, this-world explanations far 
back in their history. For example, Hippocrates (460 b.c.) provided a physi-
ological explanation of thinking by arguing that the brain is the organ of the 
mind. Democritus (420 b.c.) proposed the idea of an indestructible unit of 
matter, called the atom, as central to his explanation of the world around 
him. With Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle the ideas of unity and continuity 
came to the fore, but the essential factors in all the explanations remained 
physical and material.

By the �rst century b.c., Roman thought had become thoroughly in-
fused with naturalism. For example, Roman law combined the spiritualism 
of the Hebrew tradition with the naturalism of the Greek tradition to pro-
vide a natural basis for penalties as well as for rights. �e Hebrew doctrine 
of divine sanction for law and order merged with Greek naturalism and ap-
peared in Roman law as a justi�cation based on the “nature of things.” Later, 
the rule of kings by divine right became a natural law that looked to the 
nature of things for its principal justi�cation.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, writers such as Hobbes, 
 Spinoza, Descartes, and Leibniz studied human a�airs as physicists study 
matter, impersonally and quantitatively. Modern social science continues 
this naturalistic emphasis. �e disagreements among social scientists are well 
known, but at least they have in common that they seek their explanations 
within observable phenomena that are found in the physical and 
material world.

SCIENTIFIC THEORIES

Scienti�c theories are one kind of natural explanation. In general, they make 
statements about the relationships between observable phenomena.11 For ex-
ample, some scienti�c theories in criminology make statements about the 
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relationship between the certainty or severity of criminal punishments and 
the volume of criminal behaviors in society. Others make statements about 
the relationship between the biological, psychological, or social characteristics 
of individuals and the likelihood that these individuals will engage in criminal 
behaviors. Still others make statements about the relationship between the 
social characteristics of individuals and the likelihood that these individuals 
will be de�ned and processed as criminals by the criminal justice system. All 
these characteristics can be observed, and so all these theories are scienti�c.

Because they make statements about the relationships among observ-
able phenomena, a key characteristic of scienti�c theories is that they can be 
falsi�ed.12 �e process of attempting to falsify a scienti�c theory involves 
systematically observing the relationships described in the theory and then 
comparing the observations to arguments of the theory itself. �is process is 
called research: that is, the assertions of the theory are tested against the 
observed world of the facts.13 If the observations are inconsistent with the 
assertions of the theory, then the theory is falsi�ed. If the observations are 
consistent with the assertions of the theory, then the theory becomes more 
credible, but it is not proved; there are always alternative theories that may 
also explain the same observed relationships.

A theory can gain a great deal of credibility if all the reasonable alterna-
tive theories are shown to be inconsistent with the observed world of facts. 
At that point, the theory may simply be accepted as true. However, it is 
always possible that some new facts will be discovered in the future that are 
inconsistent with the theory, so that a new theory will be required. For ex-
ample, Newton’s laws of physics were accepted as true for two hundred years, 
but they were replaced by Einstein’s theory of relativity at the beginning of 
the twentieth century because of the discovery of some new facts.14

Six criteria may be used to evaluate a scienti�c theory: comprehensive-
ness (is broad in scope); precision and testability (de�nes constructs well, is 
open to measurement through falsi�able hypotheses); parsimony (is pre-
sented in a simple fashion); empirical validity (accounts for evidence that 
discon�rms it, in addition to con�rming evidence); heuristic value (gener-
ates intellectual stimulation in other �elds); and applied value (o�ers solu-
tions to problems).15 When reading the theories presented in this volume, 
the reader may wish to consider them along these dimensions.

CAUSATION IN SCIENTIFIC THEORIES

Causation is one type of relationship among observable variables, and all 
scienti�c theories in criminology make causal arguments of one type or an-
other. Generally speaking, causation in scienti�c theories means three things: 
correlation, time sequence, and the absence of spuriousness. However, to be 
meaningful scienti�c theories should also have a theoretical rationale—in 
this discussion, we also consider the need for theories to propose mecha-
nisms by which variables may in�uence each other.
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Correlation means that things tend to vary systematically in relation to 
each other. For example, height and weight are correlated: people who are 
taller generally weigh more, and people who are shorter generally weigh less. 
�e relation is not perfect—some short people weigh more, and some tall 
people weigh less. But the tendency still exists for more height to go with 
more weight and less height to go with less weight. �is is called a “positive” 
correlation.

A “negative” correlation is when more of one thing tends to be associ-
ated with less of the other. For example, the more miles you have on your car, 
the less money it generally is worth. As with height and weight, the relation 
is not perfect because some old cars are worth a lot and some new cars are 
not worth much. But for cars in general, mileage and price are negatively 
correlated.

Correlation, whether positive or negative, is necessary for causation. If 
two things do not vary together in some systematic way, such as height and 
IQ, then the one cannot cause the other. But correlation alone is not su�-
cient for causation. You also need a good reason to believe that a causal rela-
tion exists. �is is the theoretical rationale, the second element of scienti�c 
causation.

For example, some criminologists argue that harsh erratic discipline by 
parents increases the likelihood of delinquency in their children.16 �ere 
must be a correlation: parents who use such techniques must be more likely 
to have children who are delinquent than parents who use moderate consis-
tent discipline. But there also must be a theoretical rationale—a coherent 
explanation of why these techniques by the parents may cause delinquency 
in the children.

A theoretical rationale would be that harsh discipline conveys anger, 
rather than love, and increases the chance that the child will rebel and engage 
in delinquency to get back at the parents. In addition, erratic discipline 
means that most of the time there is no punishment for misbehavior anyway. 
So in this example, a theoretical rationale exists that, if coupled with evi-
dence of a correlation, would support a conclusion that harsh erratic disci-
pline causes delinquency.

But correlation and theoretical rationale are not enough to infer causa-
tion. Imagine, for example, two loving parents who have a delinquent child. 
Moderate consistent discipline just does not work, and eventually when the 
child gets into trouble, the parents either do nothing (because nothing works 
anyway) or use harsh discipline (because they are angry and frustrated).17 In 
this scenario, the child’s delinquency causes the parents’ harsh erratic disci-
plinary techniques.

�e problem is the direction of causation: Does the discipline cause the 
delinquency, or does the delinquency cause the discipline? �e solution can 
be found by determining time sequence, the third element of scienti�c cau-
sation. If the discipline comes �rst and the delinquency comes later, then we 
would conclude that the discipline causes the delinquency. But if the 
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delinquency comes �rst and the discipline comes later, we would conclude 
that the delinquency causes the discipline.

�e fourth and �nal element of meaningful scienti�c causation is 
called the absence of spuriousness. Suppose that parents in high-crime 
neighborhoods are more likely, for social and cultural reasons, to use harsh 
erratic discipline even when their children are not delinquent. And suppose 
that for the same reasons, children in high-crime neighborhoods are more 
likely to engage in delinquency, regardless of the parents’ disciplinary 
 techniques. It may look like there is a causal relationship between harsh 
erratic discipline and delinquency, but in fact both the discipline and the 
 delinquency could be caused, in one way or another, by the high-crime 
neighborhood.

In this example, the relationship between delinquent behavior and pa-
rental disciplinary techniques would be spurious. But suppose the research-
ers control for the neighborhood—that is, suppose they compare parents in 
the neighborhoods who use harsh erratic discipline with other parents in the 
same neighborhoods who use moderate consistent discipline. �en if they 
�nd that delinquency is associated with harsh erratic discipline, it cannot be 
because of the neighborhood. In this case, it is reasonable to conclude that a 
causal relation exists.

�e conclusion that a causal relation exists, however, is always a state-
ment about probability, never an assertion of certainty. To say that harsh er-
ratic discipline causes delinquency is like saying that smoking causes cancer. 
Most people who smoke do not get cancer. Rather, smokers have a greater 
probability of getting cancer than do nonsmokers. Similarly, if our causal 
theory is correct, then children who are raised with harsh erratic discipline 
are more likely to become delinquent than are children who are raised with 
moderate consistent discipline, but there is no absolute guarantee about this 
outcome.18

�e whole point of causal theories is to gain power and control over the 
world in which we live. When we want less of something (such as crime and 
delinquency) or more of something (such as law-abiding behavior), we try to 
�nd out the causes of what we desire. �en we try to in�uence those causes 
to get what we want.

Even though causal theories in social science deal only with probabili-
ties, knowing about the probabilities can be useful for policy purposes. For 
example, if harsh erratic discipline actually does increase the probability of 
delinquency, even if by a small amount, then it may be useful to try to a�ect 
parenting styles. Special classes could teach e�ective disciplinary techniques 
to parents whose children are otherwise at risk of becoming delinquent (e.g., 
because they live in a high-crime neighborhood). If these classes succeeded 
in changing the disciplinary techniques used by parents, then we should end 
up with less delinquency in the future. In fact, such classes appear to reduce 
delinquency by signi�cant amounts over the long run.19
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All scienti�c theories in criminology make causal arguments, but there 
are di�erent categories in which we can classify them. One such categoriza-
tion divides criminological theories into those based on individual di�er-
ences, structure/process, or the behavior of law.

THREE CATEGORIES OF CRIMINOLOGICAL THEORIES

Some theories focus on characteristics of individuals that are thought to 
increase or decrease the probabilities that an individual will engage in crime. 
In reviewing these characteristics, it is important to keep two points in mind. 
First, none of these characteristics absolutely determines that the person will 
engage in crime. Most people with these characteristics do not engage in 
crime at all—it is just that people with these characteristics are somewhat 
more likely than are other people to engage in crimes.20 Second, while these 
characteristics may increase the probability that a particular individual will 
engage in crime, they may have no e�ect on overall crime rates. �e follow-
ing is a list of individual di�erences characteristics that are associated with 
increases in the probability of committing criminal behavior:

1. A history of early childhood problem behaviors and of being subjected 
to poor parental child-rearing techniques, such as harsh and inconsis-
tent discipline; school failure; and the failure to learn higher cognitive 
skills, such as moral reasoning, empathy, and problem solving.

2. Certain neurotransmitter imbalances, such as low serotonin; certain 
hormone imbalances, such as high testosterone; central nervous 
system de�ciencies, such as frontal or temporal lobe dysfunction; 
and autonomic nervous system variations, such as unusual reactions 
to anxiety.

3. Ingesting alcohol, a variety of illegal drugs, and some toxins like 
lead; head injuries; and complications during a subject’s pregnancy 
or birth.

4. Personality characteristics, such as impulsivity, insensitivity, a physi-
cal and nonverbal orientation, and a tendency to take risks.

5. �inking patterns that focus on trouble, toughness, smartness, ex-
citement, fate, and autonomy and a tendency to think in terms of 
short-term rather than long-term consequences.

6. Association with others who engage in and approve of criminal 
behavior.

7. Weak attachments to other people, less involvement in conventional 
activities, having less to lose from committing crime, and weak be-
liefs in the moral validity of the law.

8. A perception that there is less risk of punishment for engaging in 
criminal behavior.

9. Masculinity as a gender role.
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All these factors somewhat di�erently a�ect individuals at di�erent ages. In 
addition, the following set of di�erences seems to increase the probability 
that a person will be a victim of crime:

10. Frequently being away from home, especially at night; engaging in 
public activities while away from home; and associating with people 
who are likely to commit crime.

In contrast to individual di�erence theories, we will also discuss a wide range 
of structure/process theories, especially in the later chapters of this book. 
�ese theories assume that some situations are associated with higher crime 
rates, regardless of the characteristics of the individuals within them. �e 
theories therefore attempt to identify variables in the situation itself that are 
associated with higher crime rates.

In discussing these theories, it is important to keep several points in 
mind. First, these theories tend to be complex and descriptive, and it is 
sometimes hard to determine the proposed causes of crime. To the extent 
that this is true, the policy recommendations of the theory will be vague. 
Second, these theories have often been interpreted and tested at the indi-
vidual level. Such testing necessarily involves some variation of the “ecologi-
cal fallacy,”21 and it has led to considerable confusion about the theories 
themselves. �ird, situations with high crime rates often have a large number 
of variables, all of which are correlated with each other and all of which are 
correlated with crime—for example, poverty, inequality, high residential mo-
bility, single-parent families, unemployment, poor and dense housing, the 
presence of gangs and illegal criminal opportunities, inadequate schools, and 
the lack of social services. It can be extremely di�cult to determine which (if 
any) of these variables is causally related to high crime rates and which have 
no causal impact on crime at all.22 In each theory in this category, there will 
be some structural characteristic that is associated with some rate or distri-
bution of crime. �is is the “structure” portion of a structure/process theory. 
�ere will also be a description of the supposed reasons why normal people 
in this structural situation may demonstrate a greater probability of engag-
ing in crime than people in other situations. �is is the “process” portion of 
a structure/process theory. �e following structural arguments describe soci-
etal characteristics that seem to be associated with higher crime rates.

1. Economic modernization and development is associated with a rise 
in property crime rates. Property crime tends to increase until the 
society is highly developed and then to hold steady at a high level. 
�e processes that result in this pattern of crime involve changes in 
routine activities and in criminal opportunities, which eventually 
are balanced by the increasing e�ectiveness of countermeasures.

2. Cultures that emphasize the goal of material success at the expense 
of adherence to legitimate means are associated with high rates of 
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utilitarian crime; an unequal distribution of legitimate means to 
achieve material success is associated with an inverse distribution of 
utilitarian crime; and in situations without legitimate means to eco-
nomic success, the development of illegitimate means is associated 
with increased utilitarian crime, while the lack of such development 
is associated with increased violent crime. In these situations, the 
inability to achieve status by conventional criteria is associated 
with  status inversion and higher rates of nonutilitarian criminal 
 behavior. �e processes involved in these structural patterns involve 
either frustration or the simple tendency to engage in self-interested 
behavior.

3. Neighborhoods with high unemployment, frequent residential mo-
bility, and family disruption tend to have high crime rates. �e pro-
cesses involve neighborhood anonymity that results in social 
disorganization.

4. Media dissemination of techniques and rationalizations that are fa-
vorable to law violation are associated with increased rates of law 
violation. �e process involves direct learning of techniques and ra-
tionalizations and indirect learning of the consequences that crimi-
nal behaviors have for others.

5. Joblessness and racism can generate an inner-city code of the street 
that promulgates normative violence in a variety of situations. �e 
process includes feelings of hopelessness and alienation among in-
ner-city residents and the generation of an oppositional subculture 
as a means of maintaining self-respect.

6. Increases in the objective certainty of punishments are associated 
with reductions in crime rates, but increases in the objective severity 
of punishments seem to be associated either with no changes or with 
increases in crime rates. In addition, crackdowns on certain types of 
crimes are associated with short-term reductions in the rates of 
those crimes that may extend beyond the life of the crackdown 
policy itself.

7. Societies that stigmatize deviants have higher crime rates than do 
those that reintegrate deviants. �e process involves blocked legiti-
mate opportunities and the formation of subcultures.

8. Societies in which some people control others have higher crime 
rates than do societies in which people control and are controlled by 
others in approximately equal amounts. �e process involves people’s 
natural tendency to expand their control.

�ere is no contradiction between structure/process theories and individual 
di�erence theories. Nothing in the structure/process theories contradicts the 
assertion that there are some people who are more likely to engage in crime 
regardless of their situation. Similarly, nothing in the individual di�erence 
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theories contradicts the assertion that there are some situations in which 
people, regardless of their individual characteristics, are more likely to engage 
in crime. �ese are separate assertions, and both types of theories can be 
integrated into a larger theory of criminal behavior.

�eories of the behavior of criminal law suggest that the volume of 
crime and the characteristics of criminals are determined primarily by the 
enactment and enforcement of laws. Most people who are convicted of 
crimes are poor, but not because poverty causes crime. Rather, the actions 
typical of poor people are more likely to be legally de�ned as crimes, and 
the laws that apply to such crimes are more likely to be strictly enforced. 
Consider the death penalty as an example. Criminologists who hold this 
view argue that there are di�erences in the enforcement of laws: wealthy 
and powerful people who kill are less likely to be arrested, tried, or con-
victed or are convicted of a less serious o�ense and given a more lenient 
sentence. �ese criminologists also argue that there are di�erences in the 
enactment of laws. Under felony murder laws, an o�ender is liable for �rst-
degree murder if a death results from the commission of certain dangerous 
felonies, such as robbery or burglary. No intent to kill is required, because 
the intent to commit the lesser o�ense is transferred to the greater one.23 
In contrast, many serious injuries and deaths that are associated with cor-
porate decision-making occur where there is the intent to commit a lesser 
o�ense (for example, to violate health or safety laws), combined with the 
full knowledge that the decision may result in serious injury and death to 
a number of innocent people. If a law similar to felony murder were   
applied to white-collar crime, then death row might be �lled with corpo-
rate executives.

�e following are some assertions about the behavior of criminal law.

1. When the social solidarity of a society is threatened, criminal pun-
ishment increases independent of whether crime increases.

2. �e enactment and enforcement of criminal laws re�ect the values 
and interests of individuals and groups in proportion to their politi-
cal and economic power.

3. In addition to strati�cation, the quantity of law that is applied in 
particular cases is in�uenced by morphology, culture, organization, 
and the extent of other forms of social control.

4. Regardless of what other interests are served by the criminal law, it 
must serve the economic interests of the owners of the means of 
economic production.

5. Actions that involve simple and immediate grati�cation of desires 
but few long-term bene�ts are exciting and risky but require little 
skill or planning and generally produce few bene�ts for the o�ender 
while causing pain and su�ering to the victim are more likely to be 
de�ned and processed as criminal than are other actions.
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�eories of the behavior of criminal law do not contradict theories of crimi-
nal behavior. More than anything else, they ask a di�erent question: Why 
are some behaviors and people, but not others, de�ned and processed as 
criminal?

�e chapters in this volume have been organized primarily for the sake 
of convenience and clarity; no necessary separateness or mutual exclusive-
ness should be inferred. In general, the chapters are organized in the histori-
cal sequence in which the theories originated, so that the earliest theories 
are presented �rst. �is organization is intended to provide the reader with 
a sense of how the �eld of criminology has evolved over time. One exception 
to this general rule is Chapter 2, which explores the intersections of theory 
and policy by examining the recent crime drop in the United States.

Chapter 3 focuses on the classical and neoclassical schools of criminol-
ogy, since this was the origin of criminology itself. It begins with historical 
materials on how classical criminology emerged as a �eld of study during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and then brings that discussion up to 
date by presenting theory and research on deterrence and routine activities. 
Chapters 4 and 5 examine biological and psychological theories, since these 
were the �rst types of positivist theory to emerge. Because later theories and 
research in criminology focused more strongly on social factors, they are 
presented in later chapters. Critical theories (such as those of the behavior of 
law) are also included among the later chapters. Most chapters contain 
modern as well as historical materials, beginning with the work of the early 
theorists and then presenting more recent theories and research that take the 
same general point of view. After all the di�erent types of theories are pre-
sented, Chapter 15 discusses attempts to integrate the di�erent theories into 
broader approaches. A brief conclusion o�ers thoughts on the current state 
of theorizing in criminology and its relevance to policy.

KEY TERMS

theory
spiritual explanations
trial by battle
trial by ordeal
compurgation
penitentiary
natural explanations
scienti�c theories
falsi�cation
causation
correlation

theoretical rationale
direction of causation
time sequence
absence of spuriousness
control
probability
individual di�erence theories
structure/process theories
theories of the behavior of 

criminal law
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CHAPTER 2

Theory and Policy in Context
The Great American Crime Decline

�is is a text on theoretical criminology, and Chapter 1 emphasized the 
importance of theory in the �eld and that, by and large, this book will focus 
on theories rather than facts about crime. However, there is increasing pres-
sure on criminologists to show how theory relates to trends in crime and 
how theory and policy are connected. It is well to have criminological theo-
ries that vary in their perspective, tradition, and formative processes, but how 
do the myriad theories connect to our current crime landscape? While the 
remaining chapters in the book address the types of theories, this  chapter 
will discuss how some of the theories (and their associated policies) may or 
may not help explain one of the most monumental criminological occur-
rences in modern history: the Great American Crime Decline,1 taking place 
from the early 1990s to the present day. Exploring this crime decline will 
help us see how criminologists are in a constant struggle to explain real-
world phenomena with the theories they proclaim are the most relevant and 
predictive.

After providing some basic data on crime trends over the past few de-
cades, this chapter contrasts two approaches to explaining why the United 
States had such high levels of violence by the early 1990s. One takes the posi-
tion that the increase in crime was related to very real sociological root 
causes—poverty, to name one. �e other takes the position that the increase 
in crime was related not to economic poverty but to moral poverty— children 
not learning right from wrong and associated ills such as drug abuse. �e 
former is a liberal argument; the latter is a more conservative approach.

Following the publication of these works, crime—especially violent 
crime—began its incredible descent across the United States. Within a few 
years of this decline, around the turn of the twenty-�rst century, as it 
 appeared it may have teeth and not be a temporary downtick, hoards of 
scholars began to pro�er explanations for it; this chapter examines several of 
the more prominent reasons given. A decade later the crime decline kept on 
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path, and in one city in particular—New York—violent crime declined at a 
rate much greater than the nation’s overall rate. �e chapter concludes by 
discussing what may have been di�erent in New York to warrant such a 
spectacular change for the better.

CRIME IN THE UNITED STATES: THE PAST  

HALF-CENTURY

Figures 2-1 and 2-2 display the crime trends for violent crime and property 
crime rates from 1960 to 2017. Violent crime indexes are comprised of mur-
ders, rapes, robberies, and aggravated assaults. Property crime consists of 
burglaries, larceny thefts, and vehicle thefts. Both indexes are calculated 
using data from the FBI, which gathers reported crime counts across catego-
ries from police departments voluntarily participating. Crime rates are cal-
culated by adjusting raw numbers per capita, such as crime per 100,000 
citizens. Crime rates allow for meaningful comparisons across jurisdictions 
and over time.

�ese Uniform Crime Report (UCR) data published by the FBI has 
some signi�cant problems.2 It underreports actual crime, because many 
victims fail to report crime; further, underreporting varies across crime cat-
egories. Crime committed in areas where the police do not participate in 
reporting (about 4%) is not included. Police may misclassify or falsify 
 reported crime statistics. Certain crime types, such as tax evasion, hazard-
ous waste dumping, and white-collar crimes, are not included. Finally, 

Figure 2-1 Violent Crime in the United States (index rates per 100,000) 
1960–2017.
(Con�gured using Uniform Crime Reports Data, FBI, Crime in the United States.)
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police might only report the most serious o�ense in a multiple-o�ense 
incident to the FBI.

Crime victimization surveys such as the National Crime Victimization 
Survey (NCVS), which interviews a sample of individuals twice a year, 
asking them for information about o�enses they may or may not have re-
ported to the police, could help address the “shadow �gure,” or degree of 
underreporting, but these surveys su�er �aws as well—for example, 
 “victimless” crimes are not counted, nor are crimes against businesses; there 
is no independent con�rmation of reported victimizations; and interviewees 
may have di�culties recalling information accurately.3 As an e�ort to collect 
more sophisticated data on criminal o�enses, in the 1980s o�cials began 
designing and implementing the National Incident-Based Reporting 
System (NIBRS), which should account for all o�enses, not just the most 
serious in any incident, and contain much more extensive information about 
the o�enders and the victims than the UCR does. However, a very small 
proportion of police departments in the United States currently participate 
in NIBRS.4 �us data from this chapter are from the Uniform Crime 
Report, despite its �aws.

As the 1960s progressed, there was an explosion of both violent and 
property crime. In the 1980s violent crime continued its climb, while prop-
erty crime began to level o�. In 1960 there was a violent crime rate (per 
100,000 inhabitants) of 161 and a property crime rate of 1,726. By 1991 
these rates had skyrocketed to 758 and 5,140, representing increases of 371 
percent in violent crime and 198 percent in property crime. Beginning in the 

Figure 2-2 Property Crime in the United States (index rates per 100,000) 
1960–2017.
(Con�gured using Uniform Crime Reports Data, FBI, Crime in the United States.)
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early 1990s, both violent and property crime began their famous declines. In 
2017 the rates were 383 and 2,362, respectively. �is represents a decrease in 
violent crime of 49 percent and a decrease in property crime of 54 percent 
(from 1991 to 2017).

TWO OPPOSING NARRATIVES OF THE CRIME WAVE

In 1996 and 1998 two in�uential works were published addressing the 
question of why crime was so high by the early 1990s. Both relied on data 
from the early to mid-1990s, and while crime had just begun its descent, 
none of the authors could foresee that it would plummet over the next 
twenty years; instead, they focused on what was wrong in the United 
States—what factors were responsible for the miserable state of a�airs, es-
pecially with regard to violent crime. �ese works were considerably di�er-
ent in their explanations, and a brief tour of them will demonstrate how 
divided conservative and liberal ideologies were on the crime problem in the 
United States. �e �rst work was Body Count: Moral Poverty . . . And How to 
Win America’s Work Against Crime and Drugs,5 by conservative  authors 
 William Bennett, John DiIulio, and John Walters. �e second was Crime 
and Punishment in America: Why the Solutions to America’s Most  Stubborn 
Social Crisis Have Not Worked—And What Will,6 by liberal author  Elliott 
Currie.

Body Count was named for the escalating homicide numbers as well as 
for the eponymous Blood gang member who got his name because “When 
da shootin’s ova’, das what I do, coun’ da bodies.”7 �e book began by shock-
ing its readers with stories and statistics about how violent the United States 
had become by the early 1990s. In the course of a single business trip, one of 
Body Count’s authors (in each city as he arrived) read of teenagers killing 
foreign tourists in Florida, the murder of Michael Jordan’s father by teenag-
ers, an abduction of a little girl by a convicted sex o�ender, the murder of a 
woman waiting to pick up her daughter from a Bible study class, the 
 homicide of a seventeen-year-old boy at a high school football game, and a 
murder-for-hire of a businessman ordered by his former father-in-law.8 �e 
authors pointed out that the country’s murder rate was 5.1 per 100,000 in 
1965 and had risen to 9.5 by 1993.9 From 1985 to 1994 the adult homicide 
rate dropped by 25 percent, whereas the homicide rate for eighteen- to 
twenty-four-year-olds jumped by 61 percent.10 Black males aged fourteen to 
twenty-four represented about 1 percent of the population, and this had re-
mained stable over the past decade (mid-1980s to mid-1990s) yet this de-
mographic now accounted for 17 (instead of 9) percent of homicide victims 
and 30 (instead of 17) percent of perpetrators.11

Body Count’s authors predicted that as of the mid-1990s crime was going 
to soar further, due to a combination of an increasing proportion of juveniles 
in the population and a new generation of “superpredators,” o�enders who 
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are the “youngest, biggest, and baddest generation any society has ever 
known.”12 �is group of juveniles was “radically impulsive, brutally remorse-
less youngsters, including ever more preteenage boys, who murder, assault, 
rape, rob, burglarize, deal deadly drugs, join gun-toting gangs, and create seri-
ous communal disorders. �ey do not fear the stigma of arrest, imprisonment, 
or the pangs of conscience.”13 Superpredators would act out in extreme vio-
lence at the slightest sense of being disrespected. �ey placed no value what-
soever on their victims’ lives. �ese superpredators, according to Body Count, 
were an entirely di�erent sort of entity than youth criminals in the middle of 
the twentieth century. So what accounted for their emergence?

Before answering this question, Body Count dismissed the overall in�u-
ence on crime of several explanatory factors put forth by both liberals and 
conservatives. For liberals, they addressed the variables of poverty and racism. 
Poverty will be discussed at more length later in this chapter, but to these 
authors, poverty did not matter much because during periods of increased 
government spending on social programs (creating more opportunities), as 
well as overall improved economic prosperity (such as the 1960s), crime still 
soared. Body Count’s straightforward argument against the liberal notion that 
racism and racial disproportionality in the justice system is a source of crime 
was that di�erent races simply commit di�erent levels of crime.14

�e authors also discounted the impact of several conservative theories: 
that crime would be mitigated with “tougher” prisons, greater use of the 
death penalty, wider availability of guns to law abiders, and closing legal 
loopholes such as Miranda constraints. Making prisons less “coddling” and 
“no-frills” will not work, because most criminals do not expect to end up in 
prison. (See Chapter 3 of this book for a discussion of deterrence theory.) 
Utilizing the death penalty as a crime control method was futile, because the 
legal system is set up to protect most murderers from execution. Putting 
either more guns out there (following the theory that guns in good citizens’ 
hands are a deterrent) or fewer guns (following the notion that we need to 
keep them out of the hands of the bad guys) has not been shown to reverse 
crime trends; highly speci�c gun-related policies that can reduce crime need 
to be explored, but currently, gun policies have little impact on crime. Finally, 
legal protections a�orded suspects during the Warren Court, such as 
 Miranda, may work to the advantage of a small percentage of o�enders, but 
they have a very small e�ect on the total crime rate.15

So what did account for high violence and drug use rates among young 
men? Not economic poverty, to Body Count, but moral poverty. Moral poverty is

the poverty of being without loving, capable, responsible adults who 
teach you right from wrong; the poverty of being without parents and 
other authorities who habituate you to feel joy at others’ joy, pain at 
others’ pain, satisfaction when you do right, remorse when you do wrong; 
the poverty of growing up in the virtual absence of people who teach 
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morality by their own everyday example and who insist that you follow 
suit. In the extreme, moral poverty is the poverty of growing up severely 
abused and neglected at the hands of deviant, delinquent, or criminal 
adults.16

�ose youth living with moral poverty experience an inability to control 
their impulses and a lack of empathy. Early drug use, to these authors, was a 
huge player in the crime-causing formula, so deeply entangled with criminal 
acts that the two together were a virtual cocktail for a career in crime. �ose 
living in moral poverty were contrasted with those raised in moral health—
the latter were raised by loving parents or guardians and grow up with a 
network of caring adults who a�ord them both encouragement and disci-
pline and who teach by example. Body Count’s authors were careful to indi-
cate that the presence of moral poverty or moral health was the driving force 
of crime no matter what the child’s race, socioeconomic status, or any other 
demographic.17As evidence in support of their thesis that moral poverty 
causes crime, the authors pointed to a number of studies that have explored 
the e�ect of family and other contextual factors on crime and delinquency, 
such as parental criminality, parental absence, child maltreatment, and 
neighborhood criminogenic characteristics—such as the prevalence of 
felons, ex-felons, and drug addicts.18

Body Count concluded with some prescriptions that could presumably 
help avoid “get-tough” strategies for addressing the problems of the drug-
crime connection and moral poverty, including stigmatizing drug use; boost-
ing the potency of the institutions of families, churches, schools, and the 
media; eliminating needless barriers to adoption; and, to them, most impor-
tant, restoring bonds of a�ection, devotion, and love between adults and 
children, and “remembering God.”19 Simultaneously, though, the  authors 
put forth an extensive defense of get-tough approaches to street criminals—
especially chronic o�enders—involving both punishment (doing a better job 
of implementing incapacitation policies especially with the most serious and 
frequent o�enders), supervision (reforming probation and parole practices 
to allow for more e�ective monitoring), and policing (adopting zero- 
tolerance approaches to law enforcement).20 It is the latter set of policies that 
Body Count is best known for: a conservative punishment-oriented approach 
to crime and justice. Its authors believed that the nation’s government had 
been failing its citizens egregiously by being too lenient on criminals. To 
them, social policies had failed, and it was up to law enforcement and the 
correctional system to protect the people.

Writing in response to Body Count, Elliott Currie, a left-of-center crim-
inologist, attempted to dismantle the notion that stricter punishment was 
the answer, argued that an economic form of poverty was behind the crime 
increase, and o�ered social policy–based solutions, in his 1998 book Crime 
and Punishment in America. Currie had a couple years more data than did 
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Bennett et al., so he had bare evidence of the beginning of the great crime 
decline. Of that, he wrote, “While guarded optimism may be in order, com-
placency is not. And there is no guarantee that the respite we are now enjoy-
ing will last.”21 �us, like Body Count, in Crime and Punishment in America, 
Currie was operating under the assumption that crime was near its all-time 
high and there was no solid evidence that it would ameliorate.

Currie began by highlighting that the state and federal prison popula-
tion rose dramatically from 1971 (200,000) to 1996 (1.2 million).22 Even 
accounting for population, this was a near quadrupling of the incarceration 
rate. �e increase in incarceration particularly a�ected black men. For ex-
ample, in California, Currie observed that “four times as many black men are 
‘enrolled’ in state prison as are enrolled in public colleges and universities.”23 
�is was caused predominantly by the war on drugs, as in the decade from 
1985 black state prison inmates there for drug o�enses swelled in numbers 
by over 700 percent.24 In concluding his remarks on the growth of prisons, 
Currie stated, “Short of major wars, mass incarceration has been the most 
thoroughly implemented government social program of our time.”25 Given 
the magnitude of the investment in incarceration, it would seem that a large 
return would be in order; not the case, said Currie. Violent crime rose con-
siderably over the same twenty-�ve-year period that the prison population 
did, especially among the young and impoverished.

Whereas Body Count blamed the crime escalation on moral poverty and 
an overly lenient prison system, Currie assigned fault to the rise of poverty 
and income inequality and lack of social services spending.

An American child under eighteen was half again as likely to be poor 
in 1994 as twenty years earlier, and more and more poor children were 
spending a long stretch of their childhood, or all of it, below the pov-
erty line. �e poor, moreover, became increasingly isolated, spatially 
and economically, during these years—trapped in ever more impover-
ished and often chaotic neighborhoods, without the support of kin or 
friends, and successive administrations cut many of the public 
 supports—from income bene�ts to child protective services—that 
could have cushioned the impact of worsening economic deprivation 
and community fragmentation.26

To Currie, the increased dollars spent on prison were taken from public 
services such as education and housing, especially services for poor 
children.

Currie went head to head with Bennett et al. in attempting to debunk 
the notion that “prison works,” addressing three “myths”: leniency, e�cacy, 
and costlessness. With respect to leniency, he took issue with Body Count’s 
authors’ famous saying that was published in news outlets nationwide that 
“only 1 in 100 violent crimes results in a prison sentence.”27 �ough correct 
factually, Currie said it was wrong to use this statistic as fodder for putting 
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violent and recidivist criminals behind bars for longer periods of time; in-
stead, the statistic was a direct result of a poor rate of arrest and a poor rate 
of convictions for those arrested. Currie also said that lengthy incarceration is 
not e�cacious, as Body Count argued. He pointed, for example, to jurisdic-
tions where less punitive sentencing policies were accompanied by declines 
in homicide and, by contrast, to jurisdictions where more punitive sentenc-
ing correlated to more violent crime.28 Regarding the costlessness myth, 
Currie dismissed DiIulio’s argument that “for every dollar we spend to keep 
a serious criminal behind bars, we save ourselves at least two or three. �e 
$16,000 to $25,000 a year it takes to incarcerate a felon is in fact a bargain, 
when balanced against the social costs of the crimes he would commit if 
free.”29 Because the money spent on incarceration in aggregate did not reduce 
crime, it was disingenuous to base costlessness on an analysis of that unique 
subset of career violent o�enders for whom incarceration does have a payout.

Currie’s proposed solutions were not further expanding incarceration, 
nor “remembering God,” but attacking the crime problem through preven-
tion, social action, and reforming the justice system with a kind-handed ap-
proach. First, he assailed the notion that the �rst round of preventative 
methods (largely from the 1960s) was attempted and failed.30 �ose pro-
grams, for the most part, were too small both in scope and in funding, and 
naturally never had the potential to transform communities and individuals 
prone to criminal behavior. To Currie, much had been learned since the 
1960s, and that there were four areas of emphasis that had a basis in evi-
dence and that could work if properly implemented: “preventing child abuse 
and neglect, enhancing children’s intellectual and social development, pro-
viding support and guidance to vulnerable adolescents, and working inten-
sively with juvenile o�enders.”31 Currie’s solutions included home visiting by 
outsiders; working with families at high risk for abuse; enhancing school 
performance; providing jobs for vulnerable adolescents; and implementing 
“multisystemic therapy,” which viewed youth as placed within a nest of inter-
connected systems, including family, peers, school, communities, and the job 
market.32 As for social action, Currie argued that broader measures must be 
taken to ensure noncriminogenic environments, including reducing poverty 
with higher wages and an improved social security system.33 With respect to 
the justice system, Currie concluded that rather than using get-tough ap-
proaches, such as extreme incarceration, boot camps, or punitive probation, 
Americans should identify those rehabilitation programs that do work and 
implement them on a large scale.34

Crime and Punishment in America and Body Count did have one key 
 intersection: both believed in the importance of focusing on changing ado-
lescents’ environments, and both highlighted family health. However, the 
former pushed for interventions based on rehabilitation and �ghting  poverty 
and argued against punitive measures, whereas the latter wanted to bolster 
institutions such as the church, combat moral poverty, and use the penal 
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system more fully and e�ciently. Regarding the future, both works envi-
sioned a future where crime would remain high (unless their proposed set of 
interventions was implemented). Instead, as their respective printing presses 
were cooling o�, the United States’ great crime decline was in full force and 
would sustain to the present day.

EXPLAINING THE 1990S DECLINE

From 1991 to 2001 homicide rates decreased by 43 percent, violent crime 
indexes by 34 percent, and property by 29 percent. Furthermore, this decline 
occurred among all geographic areas and all demographic groups.35 
 Researchers scrambled to unearth the causes, especially since conventional 
wisdom, such as that voiced by Currie and Bennett et al., was that crime 
would continue to explode. Two of the most prominent works analyzing the 
decline were economist Steven Levitt’s 2004 article, “Understanding Why 
Crime Fell in the 1990s,” and Berkeley professor Franklin Zimring’s 2007 
book �e Great American Crime Decline.36 �is section discusses some of the 
more prominent explanations, organized into two categories. �e �rst is 
comprised of factors that are constantly shifting over time: economic mea-
sures, population demographics, police strength, and imprisonment rates. 
�e second pertains to time-speci�c accounts of phenomena that occurred 
sometime prior to the drop: the emergence of the crack epidemic, the legal-
ization of abortion, and unleaded gasoline. �e following section will  address 
in detail what some have come to believe is a powerful explanation: changes 
in policing quality.

One of the most natural responses for average citizens when asked to 
account for changes in crime rates is to suggest the economy is  responsible—
downturns for increases in crime and upturns for decreases. Yet the relation-
ship between economic factors and crime is complex, and decades of research 
have shown very few consistent �ndings (and many nonintuitive).37 From 
1991 to 2001 the real GDP per capita increased by about 30 percent, and the 
annual unemployment rate fell from 6.8 to 4.8 percent.38 However, as Levitt 
argues, much of the impact of the economy on crime may be mediated 
through government budgets (e.g., increased monies available for police may 
result in an increase in police strength that in turn reduces crime). In fact, as 
the economy was swelling in the 1990s, President Clinton’s initiative to hire 
100,000 new police o�cers was well underway.39 According to Zimring, in 
his analysis of a number of studies on the e�ect of economy on crime during 
this time period, “the range . . .  estimates, from one-quarter to 40% of the 
total property crime decline, is a substantial part of the 1990s story.”40 If this 
were true, that would still leave 60 to 75 percent of the decline in property 
crime unaccounted for. Finally remains the question of what happened to 
income inequality during this time period. By all accounts, the share of 
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wealth captured by those at the top (e.g., 1%) continued to increase through-
out the 1990s.41 Moreover, income inequality continued to expand through 
the 2000s, as crime’s great decline persevered. By 2012, after the Great 
 Recession of 2007–2008, the US Census Bureau had declared that the 
income gap between the rich and the poor was the widest since 1967. �e 
Gini index measures income distribution: a zero represents perfectly even 
distribution, whereas a one represents complete concentration. Its low was in 
1968, at .351. Since then it has been rising, and by 2012, it was .456.42 �e 
general conclusion that income inequality is associated with violence across 
societies has not seemed to apply to the e�ect of inequality on crime within 
the United States during the period of the decline. What is not forecastable 
is whether if inequality continues its ascent, it will reach a tipping point past 
which it will impact crime rates.

Another explanation o�ered to account for the crime decline pertained 
to changing demographics, in particular the aging of the baby boomers. 
People age out of crime with a fairly dramatic trajectory. After World War II 
there was an explosion of babies. Following the Great Depression, when 
family growth was impractical, and the war, when family growth was often 
impossible, young couples gave birth at record rates. �e boomer era lasted 
for about �fteen to twenty years (the most common period cited is 1946–
1964), after which boomer mothers had reached the end of their fertility, the 
birth control pill emerged, and Americans became more material, with less 
money to spend on large families. Because most crime is caused by those in 
their late teens and early twenties, one would expect a large baby explosion 
in the 1940s and 1950s to result in crime increases in the 1960s and 1970s, 
which indeed did occur. From 1980 to 2000, the �fteen- to twenty-four-
year-old population dropped by 26 percent. If you divide that twenty-year 
period into four periods of �ve years, crime rates declined in all except for 
1985–1990, when youth o�ending rates increased beyond their normally 
high rate.43

On the surface, the baby-boomer argument seems a strong candidate for 
explaining the crime drop. However, if one takes what Zimring referred to 
as a predictive versus a retrospective approach to analyzing age structures 
and crime, the strength of the relationship is questionable. Retrospectively, 
Levitt estimated that changes in the age distribution “may have reduced 
homicide and violent crime by a few percent and property crime by as much 
as 5–6 percent.”44 Zimring noted that even an age-based 6 percent decrease 
in larceny during this period would account for 26 percent of the total 
 decline in larceny.45 Levitt referred to all property crime rather than just 
larceny and concluded that “demographic shifts may account for a little 
more than one-sixth of the observed decline in property crime in the 1990s, 
but are not an important factor in the drop in violent crime.”46 Predictively, 
though, age structure’s impact in more recent years was not impressive. 
�e percent of the US population of �fteen- to twenty-four-year-olds in 
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1980, 1990, 2000, and 2010 was 18.7, 14.9, 13.9, and 14.1.47 While the youth 
population leveled o� by the late 1990s, crime continued its decline.

Two law-and-order lines of reasoning were also put forth to explain the 
decline. �e �rst was that the amount of law enforcement (measured by 
number of police o�cers) was increased and that the more cops, the less 
crime.48 Levitt included this variable as one of his “four factors that explain 
the decline in crime” and not as one of his “six factors that played little or no 
role in the crime decline.”49 He pointed to a number of econometric works 
(including his own) which showed that increasing the number of police can 
reduce crime: from 1991 to 2001 the e�ect of an increase in overall police 
numbers on crime, he argued, was about 5 to 6 percent.50 Zimring noted that 
Levitt was selective in what studies he chose to include in his examination 
of the e�ect of police size and that “the moderate growth in policing cer-
tainly had no more than a 5% impact on crime rates and probably much less 
than that.”51

�e second enforcement-oriented argument was—in line with conser-
vative thinkers—that prison expansion through the 1990s helped explain 
the crime drop. Imprisonment is theorized to reduce crime through its inca-
pacitation e�ect (physically removing o�enders from society) and general 
deterrent e�ect (demonstrating to the general population what happens 
when one commits crime). Levitt noted that of the prison growth between 
the mid-1970s and 2000, more than half occurred during the 1990s. Over 
two million people were incarcerated (at some point) in 2000, four times as 
many as in 1972.52 According to him, the increase in incarcerated individu-
als during the 1990s was associated with about a 12 percent drop in homi-
cides and violent crime, an 8 percent drop in property crime, and accounted 
for one-third of the total decline in crime.53 Zimring’s analysis of the e�ect 
of imprisonment distinguished between the deterrent and incapacitation ef-
fects. With deterrence, the best measure of incarceration would be the pro-
portional increase in prison population (representing the increased threat of 
imprisonment), whereas with incapacitation, the best measure would be the 
aggregate number of incarcerated individuals (representing the number of 
crimes prevented by the physical barrier between o�enders and the public).

While crime in the United States from the mid-1970s until 2000 fol-
lowed what Zimring referred to as a “roller-coaster pattern,” the increase in 
incarceration was “uninterrupted.”54 For both types of incarceration e�ects, 
Zimring noted that trends in neither of their measures could reliably predict 
crime shifts since 1975.55 After discussing a number of issues that confuse 
the process of determining the e�ect of one on the other—such as diminish-
ing returns once incarceration reaches sky-high levels, elasticity (an  economic 
concept usually referring to supply and demand dynamics), the di�culty 
with measuring marginal general deterrence, and a focus on the cumulative 
e�ect of imprisonment (which could explain why the crime decline was the 
greatest toward the end of the period studied, 1995–2000)—Zimring 
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concluded by pointing to contrasting estimates. At the low end, incarcera-
tion explained 10 percent of the 1990s crime decline, and at the upper end it 
explained 27 percent of the drop.56

All of the explanations mentioned so far are of factors that constantly 
shift over time. �e next three are of events that occurred sometime prior to 
the 1990s but had an e�ect that may have kicked in during that decade. �e 
�rst is the emergence and recession of the crack cocaine epidemic, oft- 
studied by Alfred Blumstein.57 Crack is a form of cocaine—produced by 
mixing powder cocaine with sodium bicarbonate and heating it—which is 
extremely concentrated and produces a much stronger high than powder 
and lasts for a much shorter time. Because of its high-to-price ratio, among 
other characteristics, it became extremely popular, especially in inner cities. 
It burst on the scene in the early to mid-1980s and immediately inspired 
gangs to control the crack market, with territoriality becoming key, and 
heavy, intergang handgun violence resulting. Levitt pointed out that the 
most compelling evidence in favor of a crack e�ect on crime is that homicide 
rates among black males fourteen to twenty-four years old soared in 1985 
for a decade and then began a rapid descent from the mid-1990s to 2000. It 
is this demographic that would have been most likely to be a�ected if crack 
markets did a�ect homicide rates.58

Levitt nonetheless was moderate in his estimation of the total e�ect of 
crack on the crime decline. He noted that there was a dearth of adequate 
empirical studies on the causality question, but said he believed that crack 
did play some role for homicide rates. He estimated that the decline of crack 
led to about a 6 percent reduction in overall homicides in the 1990s, which 
would account for 15 percent of the total decline in homicide.59 Zimring 
began his analysis by asserting that the rise and fall of crack, relative to the 
rise and fall of crime, could be summed up by the saying, “the nice thing 
about hitting your head against a stone wall is that it feels so good when you 
stop.”60 Nonetheless, while he gave credence to the rise of crack a�ecting the 
increase in crime, he was more skeptical about the rebound e�ect—that the 
decline in crack was responsible for the crime drop. First, he posed an alter-
native theory for the decline: that after such a dramatic increase among the 
young black demographic, a drop was sure to eventually occur. �is is a phe-
nomenon known as “regression to the mean,” which means that when any 
variable departs dramatically from its historical average, it may naturally 
return toward the average, often times just as rapidly. Second, he asked why 
crime would have continued its decline after the crack markets had quieted 
in the early to mid-1990s.

�e continuation, according to Zimring, would not be explained by 
either crack markets or regression to the mean.61 Zimring attacked the 
crack–crime connection in another fashion as well: the crime drop in the 
1990s was extremely broad, occurring across all crime types, whereas crack 
markets only should have a�ected certain types of crime (why would they 
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have reduced auto thefts or rapes, for example?). Additionally, homicides did 
not drop faster than the other crimes, a fact which made it di�cult for one 
to argue that the e�ect of crack markets contributed substantially to at least 
one portion (homicides) of the drop.

A phenomenon with even a more delayed hypothesized e�ect on crime 
than the rise and fall of the crack cocaine was the decision to legalize abor-
tion in 1973, in the Supreme Court decision Roe v. Wade. Although its 
impact on crime may have been suggested as early as 1990, it was not until 
Levitt, with his colleague John Donohue, published an article in the Quar-
terly Journal of Economics in 2001 that this proposed e�ect became com-
monly discussed within scholarly circles, media, and laypersons.62 �e role of 
the legalization of abortion impacting crime can be summarized simply: 
abortion reduces the number of unwanted children, who are at a greater risk 
for crime. Children who were birthed (and kept) because abortion was not 
legal may have grown up in negative home environments with feelings of 
parental resentment and, according to a body of research, were more likely to 
become involved in crime.63 In support of the abortion–crime link Donohue 
and Levitt pointed to several pieces of evidence, including that the states 
which legalized abortion three years prior to Roe v. Wade had crime declines 
occurring earlier than the rest of the nation and that data over time show a 
strong inverse relationship between abortion legalization and crime, if one 
lags the e�ect of abortion.64 �ere is approximately a twenty-year gap be-
tween the legalization of abortion and the beginning of the crime drop—
this is consistent with the tendency for criminals to become active in their 
late teens and early twenties. �e magnitude of the abortion–crime relation-
ship was signi�cant, according to Levitt: “Extrapolating the conservative 
estimates of [Donohue and Levitt’s study] to cover the period 1991–2000, 
legalized abortion is associated with a 10 percent reduction in homicide, vio-
lent crime, and property crime rates, which would account for 25–30 percent 
of the observed crime decline in the 1990s.”65

Donohue and Levitt’s article sparked much controversy, both in terms of 
public outcry over its substance and implications by liberals and conservatives 
on both sides of the abortion divide, but as well in criticisms of its methodol-
ogy by other economists.66 In his book Zimring spent considerable time 
 analyzing the abortion e�ect67 (while he did not rule it out as a factor, he did 
not believe it had near the e�ect Donohue and Levitt postulated). Two con-
clusions of Zimring’s analysis are worth pointing to. First, Zimring argued 
that while Donahue and Levitt’s theory was based on the idea that those 
aborted would have been more likely to be at-risk for criminal activity (teen-
age single moms, economically disadvantaged), demographic trends follow-
ing Roe v. Wade in fact showed that both the raw numbers and relative 
percentage of births with risk markers increased, rather than decreased.68

Second, to Zimring, a problem with the type of analysis engaged in by 
Donohue and Levitt is that it was speci�c to the United States and was 
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driven by a decline in need of a theory. In other words, after the decline oc-
curred, it was easy to look for explanations that were consistent with it:

�ere is a special danger in testing the magnitude of an impact in a time 
period where the decline in crime is one reason for establishing the 
theory of the decline. �e big drop in crime in the 1990s was one original 
basis for the abortion dividend theory. Any theory that �t well with the 
actual crime declines of the 1990s might get credit for crime drops that 
were in fact unexplained.69

Zimring’s preferred method of analysis would be that when testing the mag-
nitude of something such as abortion policy on crime, examine e�ects trans-
nationally, such that the single-country decline is not what is driving the 
explanation.

�e �nal explanation for the 1990s crime drop discussed in this section 
is similar to abortion policy in that it required about a twenty-year lagged 
e�ect, but it is di�erent in that tests of it have been carried out across 
 nations, within nations, and even within cities, and it is purported to explain 
not only the crime drop of the 1990s but the crime rise in the 1960s and 
1970s. �is was not a commonly discussed explanation at the time Levitt 
and Zimring were evaluating the alternatives, its most exciting �ndings had 
not been published yet. In 2013 Kevin Drum wrote an article in the popular 
Mother Jones magazine titled “America’s Real Criminal  Element: Lead.”70 
Drum had spent countless hours poring through works on all the explana-
tions for the crime drop discussed so far in this chapter, and they concluded 
the problem was that it was impossible to disentangle the factors; they all 
happened at the same time. Going a di�erent route, he considered crime as 
an epidemic:

Experts often suggest that crime resembles an epidemic. But what kind? 
Karl Smith . . . has a good rule of thumb for categorizing epidemics: If it 
spreads along lines of communication, he says, the cause is information. 
�ink Bieber Fever. If it travels along major transportation routes, the 
cause is microbial. �ink in�uenza. If it spreads out like a fan, the cause 
is an insect. �ink malaria. But if it’s everywhere, all at once—as both the 
rise of crime in the ‘60s and ‘70s and the fall of crime in the ‘90s seemed 
to be—the cause is a molecule.71

�e molecule responsible for the crime epidemic and crime decline, accord-
ing to some researchers, was tetraethyl lead, introduced in the 1920s by 
General Motors and exploding in use with the post–World War II auto 
frenzy. Drum reviewed twenty years of studies of the e�ect of crime on lead, 
from 1994 to 2013, conducted by researchers Rick Nevin, Jessica Wolpaw 
Reyes, Howard Mielke, and Sammy Zahran. �e mechanisms by which lead 
exposure a�ects children’s development and future criminal proclivity are 
discussed in Chapter 4 of this book; they are neurological, a�ect boys more 
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than girls, and bring about increased aggression, impulsiveness, ADHD, and 
lower IQ.

Nevin’s research began in the mid-1990s and was premised on the 
notion that there is a direct relationship between atmospheric lead (caused 
by leaded gasoline consumption) and crime: as lead emissions from cars rose 
from the postwar period until the early 1970s, violent crime followed (but 
lagged by twenty-three years).72 As lead was removed from gasoline during 
the 1970s, violent crime declined (with a similar lag). A later study of his 
found that the lead-crime curve �t applied not only in the United States but 
in Canada, Great Britain, Finland, France, Italy, New Zealand, and West 
Germany.73 Reyes analyzed the e�ects of lead emissions on crime at the state 
level. �e rate of reduction of lead in gas during the 1970s and 1980s varied 
signi�cantly by state, and she found that the lead-crime curve matched state 
by state.74 Most recently, Mielke and Zahran found that among six US 
cities with good lead emissions and crime data going back to the 1950s— 
Minneapolis, Chicago, Indianapolis, Atlanta, San Diego, and New  Orleans—
the lead-crime curves �t in all six cases, with a lag of twenty-two years. 
Additionally, within a single city, New Orleans, they found that crime rates 
by neighborhood were associated with lead-based paint in homes and lead-
dust-contaminated communities.75

After reviewing these �ndings, Drum wondered why the lead explana-
tion for crime has been all but ignored by criminologists, with the exception 
of James Q. Wilson (a well-known conservative criminologist who cointro-
duced broken windows theory), who had acknowledged it in 2011, shortly 
before his death.76 One reason was that criminologists tend to look for so-
ciological explanations for crime, rather than medical reasons. Another 
looked to the impact of interest groups:

Political Conservatives want to blame the social upheaval of the ‘60s for 
the rise in crime that followed. Police Unions have reasons for crediting 
its decline to an increase in the number of cops. Prison guards like the 
idea that increased incarceration is the answer. Drug warriors want the 
story to be about drug policy. If the actual answer turns out to be lead 
poisoning, they all lost a big pillar of support for their pet issue. And 
while lead abatement could be big business for contractors and builders, 
for some reason their trade groups have never taken it seriously.77

�e lead explanation for crime trends, thus, is an argument by a small number 
of researchers who are not predominantly criminologists. If it does hold up to 
empirical scrutiny, it may explain a portion of long-term crime trends but is 
unlikely to account for the many roller-coaster oscillations in crime.78

�ere remained one last explanation for at least some portion of the great 
crime decline that is discussed in the next section: quality of policing. Propo-
nents of this explanation typically look to New York City, since it is well 
known to be on the forefront of modern policing strategies (as of the early 
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1990s) and the crime drop there was extreme. Levitt concluded that policing 
strategies did not have much overall impact on the crime decline in New York 
because (1) New York’s drop occurred three years before Commissioner 
 William Bratton took over; (2) policing strategies occurred at the same time 
as the number of police grew; (3) other major cities such as Los Angles and 
Washington, DC, with problematic policing, nonetheless had great crime 
drops; and (4) New York had some of the highest abortion rates in the nation, 
beginning three years before Roe v. Wade.79 Proponents of the notion that 
better policing fueled the decline could counter his �rst argument by saying he 
misunderstood New York policing during that era, that in fact Bratton (and 
Jack Maple, one of his lieutenants), as chief of the New York City Transit Unit 
prior to becoming commissioner, positively in�uenced crime in New York 
City. Subway crime—especially robberies—accounted for a signi�cant amount 
of New York’s safety problems, and so innovations in the Transit Unit were of 
major import in the early stages of the policing transformation. As for Levitt’s 
other arguments, Zimring would take them on, armed with another decade of 
data, in his 2012 book �e City �at Became Safe.

THE CITY THAT BECAME SAFE

While the nation’s crime dropped substantially through the 1990s, Zimring’s 
latest book was devoted to understanding why New York’s crime drop was 
larger than the nation’s overall and continued to decline dramatically 
throughout the 2000s, distinguishing it from the country’s other large cities. 
On a combination of three dimensions, New York was a special case, based 
on the size, length, and breadth of its drop. In two of the most  reliably mea-
sured crimes, homicides and auto thefts, other cities’ statistics paled to New 
York’s from 1990 to 2009. �e Big Apple’s rates plummeted by 82 percent 
(homicides) and 94 percent (auto thefts), compared to 71 and 68 percent for 
Los Angeles, 47 and 69 percent for Chicago, 64 and 74  percent for Houston, 
and 38 and 72 percent for Philadelphia.80 Looking at the seven index crime 
rates—homicide, rape, robbery, assault, burglary, auto theft, and larceny—
New York’s decline placed �rst in all categories over Los Angeles, Houston, 
San Diego, San Jose, and Boston (with one exception: assaults dropped 67% 
in New York compared to 78% in L.A.).81 In terms of length, Zimring noted 
that while New York’s decline was smaller in 2000 to 2009 than in 1990 to 
2000, in all of the index crimes, there was a singular, uninterrupted down-
ward trajectory from 1990 to 2009.82 New York also experienced great 
breadth in its drop both by crime type (all major crimes declined in a parallel 
fashion) and geography (the four most populated boroughs, each the size of 
a major city itself, all experienced similar declines for all index crimes).83

Zimring asked why the New York crime decline was twice as long and 
twice as large as the national trend. “What pushed this city into the 
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unprecedented condition of 80% drops in most street crime? �ere were no 
obvious changes in population, economy, education, or criminal justice sanc-
tions that seem likely candidates to explain the double dose of crime 
 decline . . . . �ere were large changes in policing, and some combination of 
new cops, new tactics, and new management appears a likely cause of much 
of New York’s advantage over other cities.”84 While admitting that it is 
 impossible to disentangle the various policing variables from each other to 
isolate their independent e�ects explaining the “New York e�ect” (the ad-
ditional decline in New York not explained by the national crime drop), 
Zimring’s analysis speculated that there were �ve policing measures that 
made a di�erence, two of them proven and three of them probable.

�e two tactics NYPD employed that Zimring believed “almost certainly” 
reduced crime were hotspots policing and the targeting of drug markets. 
Hotspots policing involves aggressive patrol, surveillance, and enforcement in 
those areas that are most criminogenic and have repetitive patterns of violent 
crime. �e positive e�ects of hotspots policing are well documented.85 In New 
York “open-air” drug markets have historically been associated with extreme 
violence. �e New York strategy was to target these areas and drive the dealing 
inside, since the violence occurs as part of the open-air nature of these markets. 
�us, drug use did not decline in New York over this time period (e.g., as 
measured by overdoses), but the violence associated with street-level dealing 
and territoriality disputes did.

�ree variables that probably made a di�erence, according to Zimring, 
were Compstat, getting drugs o� the street, and more manpower. Compstat 
is a managerial concept and involves the gathering of crime information in 
a timely manner, mapping crimes, and having regular meetings with top 
brass, holding leaders of geographical divisions accountable for crime activ-
ity in their areas. New York’s targeting of gun reduction (accomplished 
through aggressive stop-and-frisks and other investigational strategies) may 
have made a di�erence, as evidenced by gun homicides dropping more 
quickly than non–gun homicides.86 Finally, the size of the overall police 
force in New York grew during the 1990s and may have in�uenced the drop 
during that time period, but it was unlikely to have made much of a di�er-
ence in the ongoing drop during the 2000s.87

Some of Zimring’s statistical analysis in �e City �at Became Safe 
could be challenged by more rigorous scienti�c methods, but the overall 
message the books sent was strong. Crime in New York declined more 
dramatically than crime anywhere else, and no one has found any more 
plausible explanations for the New York e�ect than policing quality. To the 
extent this was true, other cities could learn from New York.

One need only to look at crime statistics across di�erent cities over time 
to realize that tremendous disparities exist. To demonstrate this, we used 
UCR data to calculate violent crime rates (per 100,000 people) from 2014 to 
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2017 in �ve large- and medium-sized cities that are the source of frequent 
attention by crime researchers: New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Baltimore, 
and St. Louis. In 2017 these rates were 539 (New York), 761 (Los Angeles), 
1,099 (Chicago), 2,027 (Baltimore), and 2,082.3 (St. Louis). So for example, 
Chicago had a violent crime rate approximately twice that of New York. 
Disparities are also large in changes in crime over recent years. From 2014 to 
2017 New York’s violent crime rate decreased by 9.7 percent, while rates in-
creased in other cities by 24 percent (Chicago, St. Louis), 51 percent (Balti-
more), and 55 percent (Los Angeles). �ese are dramatic �uctuations, 
especially considering that the overall national  violent crime rate changed 
from 362 in 2014 to 383 in 2017 (an increase of only 5.8%).

It is logical, then, that understanding crime trends requires analysis of 
events and conditions experienced in di�erent jurisdictions. In Los  Angeles, 
for example, information emerged showing that the city had been signi�-
cantly underreporting violent crime from at least 2005 to 2012 (during that 
period 14,000 violent assaults were reported as minor, thereby not showing 
up in the violent crime rate).88 Still, this resulted in about a 7 percent under-
count of actual violent crime, which is not overly helpful in explaining the 
55 percent increase in the years following.

In other cities, some have tried to explain rapid increase by local and 
nationwide narratives relating to police behavior. In 2014 police shot and 
killed Michael Brown, a black man, in Ferguson Missouri (near St. Louis), a 
controversial use-of-force incident which ignited activists across the nation, 
many of whom were already building the Black Lives Matter movement in 
response to the death of Trayvon Martin in Florida. In Chicago, also in 
2014, police fatally shot a seventeen-year-old African American, Laquan 
McDonald, as he walked away from them, carrying a knife. In Baltimore the 
next year, Freddie Gray, also African American, died after the Baltimore 
Police Department failed to properly secure him in a transport van. After 
these incidents an anti-law enforcement wave developed around the nation, 
and especially in the particular a�ected cities.

Heather MacDonald, author of books such as �e War on Cops,89 has 
been especially vocal in arguing that violent crime in urban areas across the 
country increased in 2015 because law enforcement began “de-policing” 
(what she refers to as the “Ferguson E�ect”) as a result of anger against police 
for these highly volatile and well publicized incidents.90 Police, the argument 
goes, were less likely to make arrests and get involved in anything but the 
most serious crimes, after Ferguson (in the social media age), apprehensive of 
street-level outrage, negative community response, and fear of personal civil 
and criminal liability.91 �e single study systematically assessing the Ferguson 
e�ect, looking at crime data in the year preceding and following the incident, 
found no systematic changes in overall nationwide violent or property trends, 
but did �nd that robbery rates increased, and some cities such as Baltimore 
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and St. Louis experienced large increases in homicide rates post-Ferguson.92 
However, New York experienced a nationally publicized incident similar to 
the others—Eric Garner died after being put in a chokehold during an arrest 
for selling black-market cigarettes in 2014—and yet the city’s violent crime 
rate did not increase in 2015 as it did in the other cities. And Los Angeles’s 
massive increase in violent crime between 2014 and 2017 cannot be explained 
by any speci�c city-speci�c incident involving police use of force. In a way, 
each city, and even each neighborhood within a city, is its own laboratory 
when it comes to understanding crime.

CONCLUSIONS

�is chapter began by exhorting criminological theoreticians to think how 
various criminological frameworks apply to the real-world landscape and how 
some theories may be more policy relevant than others during certain time 
frames. It discussed the magnitude of the crime drop that occurred in the 
United States from the early 1990s to the present day. It contrasted two sets 
of researchers’ explanations, one of the crime wave occurring from the 1960s 
to the 1990s, and one from the 1990s on. Currie and Bennett et al. took dif-
ferent approaches to explaining the wave, whereas Levitt and Zimring had 
their share of disagreements over what accounted for the great decline. It 
ended with a discussion of crime in New York and policing tactics.

Many variables were discussed as part of the various thinkers’ views on 
the reasons for crime trends. Some of these were poverty, income inequality, 
racism, incarceration, moral poverty, parent–child bonds, drug use, the war 
on drugs, religion, child abuse and neglect, age, law enforcement size, the 
crack epidemic, gangs, abortion, lead, and police quality. �ese variables will 
all be discussed in some way or another as part of the many theories of crime 
examined in the remainder of the book. �ey will appear in, for example, 
control theories and psychological theories (parent–child bonds), biological 
theories (drug use, lead), con�ict theories (the war on drugs, income inequal-
ity, racism), classical/deterrence theories (incarceration, police size, police 
quality), strain theories (gangs), and neighborhood and developmental theo-
ries (age, lead, abortion). Policy implications will sometimes arise naturally; 
at other times, they will be tenuous at best. If lead is a major in�uencing 
factor on crime, for example, communities with lead hazards ought to be 
cleaned up. If police size matters, resources should be spent building police 
force. If police quality matters, best practices in policing should be a priority 
for government funding. By contrast, if abortion legalization did in fact have 
something to do with the crime drop, what would be any current policy im-
plications? If poverty a�ects crime, how do we eliminate poverty?

Some criminologists believe that only by addressing what they view 
as the root causes of crime, such as social structure and economic 
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measures, can crime be reduced. Others take a pragmatic view that deeply 
entrenched societal factors are immovable in the short or mid-run, and 
that crime can be reduced quickly and e�caciously based on such theories 
as opportunity, deterrence, and routine activities, and that is where re-
sources should be allocated. �e contrasting approaches play out particu-
larly poignantly in the case of poverty and violence. Whereas root causes 
theorists have traditionally argued that poverty must be dealt with prior 
to seeing violence wane, an emerging movement has grown arguing just 
the opposite. In the bestselling 2014 book �e Locust E�ect: Why the End 
of Poverty Requires the End of Violence, Gary Haugen and Victor Boutros 
make this point:

At this critical in�ection point in the �ght against global poverty, we 
must clearly elevate an aspect of poverty in our world that is both under-
appreciated and very distinct . . .

�at aspect of poverty is violence—common, everyday, predatory vio-
lence. �e way our world works, poor people—by virtue of their  poverty—
are not only vulnerable to hunger, disease, homelessness, illiteracy, and a 
lack of opportunity; they are also vulnerable to violence. Violence is as 
much a part of what it means to be poor as being hungry, sick, homeless, 
or jobless. In fact . . . violence is frequently the problem that poor people 
are most concerned about. It is one of the core reasons they are poor in 
the �rst place, and one of the primary reasons they stay poor. Indeed, we 
will simply never be able to win the battle against extreme poverty unless 
we address it.93

�is volume’s intention is, and always has been, to provide a history and anal-
ysis of the major theories of crime. At the same time, theoretical criminolo-
gists are in an era where it is increasingly important for them to be relevant, 
for their theories to have direct, tangible policy implications, for their analyses 
to better society. In this spirit, the reader is encouraged to re�ect upon the 
various theories in the text, as to which are most relevant in the modern era.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. How did the explanations for the 1990s crime drop put forth in Crime 
and Punishment in America and Body Count re�ect to some extent the 
political nature of their authors?

2. What is the importance of �guring out what was behind the crime de-
cline to the �eld of criminology as a whole?

3. Which explanations for the crime decline required the use of a lagged 
e�ect, and why?

4. In what ways were the New York experience the same as and di�erent 
from the national experience, in terms of the crime decline?

5. What is the overall plausibility of the lead explanation for crime trends?
6. What are some of the ways in which the abortion explanation may cause 

public and policy-related controversies?
7. Considering the question of whether a Ferguson e�ect exists, in what 

ways is it important to understand both enforcers’ motivations and be-
havior as well as that of law violators?
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