


[image: 001]




[image: 001]





Table of Figures

 



FIGURE I.1 Violent and Property Crime Rates, 1973–1999

FIGURE I.2 Sentenced Prisoners in State and Federal Institutions, 1925-2000

FIGURE I.3 International Incarceration Rates, 1992

FIGURE I.4 Public Estimation of the Severity of Crimes Committed by Persons Incarcerated in Federal and State Prisons

FIGURE 2.1 Crime in the United States, 1992

FIGURE 3.1 2020 Projections for Persons in Custody by Race/Ethnicity

FIGURE 3.2 Racial Disparity in the War on Drugs

FIGURE 3.3 Arrests for Gambling and Drugs, 1980–1995

FIGURE 4.1 New Court Commitments to State Prisons by Type of Crime, 1977–1994

FIGURE 4.2 Percent Change of Sentenced Prisoners in State and Federal Prisons by Sex and Race, 1985–1995

FIGURE 4.3 Lifetime Marijuana Use in States That Have Versus States That Have Not Decriminalized Marijuana (12th-Grade Students)

FIGURE 4.4 Bayer Pharmaceuticals Advertisement

FIGURE 6.1 Percentage Increase of Correctional Officers Versus Public Higher Education Faculty, 1982–1993

FIGURE 6.2 Building Prisons at the Expense of Colleges: The Dollar-for-Dollar Tradeoff, 1994–1995

FIGURE 6.3 Cost of Prison Compared to Alternative Sanctions





CRIME & SOCIETY

Series Editor John Hagan

University of Toronto

 



 



EDITORIAL ADVISORY BOARD

John Braithwaite, Robert J. Bursik, Kathleen Daly, Malcolm M. Feeley,

Jack Katz, Martha A. Myers, Robert J. Sampson, and Wesley G. Skogan

 



 




Betrayal and Treason: Violations of Trust and Loyalty, Nachman Ben-Yehuda


Breaking Away from Broken Windows: Baltimore Evidence and the Nationwide Fight Against Crime, Grime, Fear, and Decline, Ralph B. Taylor


Costs and Benefits of Preventing Crime, Brandon C. Welsh,

David P. Farrington, and Lawrence W. Sherman

Losing Legitimacy: Street Crime and the Decline of


Social Institutions in America, Gary LaFree


Public Opinion, Crime, and Criminal Justice, Julian V. Roberts and Loretta Stalans Power, Politics and Crime, William J. Chambliss


The Community Justice Ideal, Todd Clear and David Karp


Whistleblowing at Work: Tough Choices in Exposing Fraud, Waste, and


Abuse on the Job, Terance D. Miethe

Casualties of Community Disorder: Women’s Careers in Violent Crime,

Deborah R. Baskin and Ira B. Sommers


Poverty, Ethnicity, and Violent Crime, James F. Short


Great Pretenders: Pursuits and Careers of Persistent Thieves, Neal Shover


Crime and Public Policy: Putting Theory to Work, edited by

Hugh D. Barlow


Control Balance: Toward a General Theory of Deviance, Charles R. Tittle


Rape and Society: Readings on the Problems of Sexual Assault, edited by Patricia Searles and Ronald J. Berger

Inequality, Crime, and Social Control,

George S. Bridges and Martha A. Myers

 



 



FORTHCOMING


Latino Homicide: A Five-City Study, Ramiro Martinez






For my friends and grandchildren:
 Neil, Cecelia, Timmy, and John William







Preface


Between the idea
 And the reality
 Between the motion
 And the act
 Falls the Shadow


—T. S. Eliot

 



The idea that underpins American criminal law is as noble as any ever conceived. A group of citizens are elected by their peers to enact legislation. Impartial judges uninfluenced by political considerations interpret the statutes in the light of a Constitution that guarantees every person freedom from tyranny. Police tied closely to the community work with the people to see that life is safe and peaceful for all its members.

The reality of law could not be more distant from this ideal. Legislators pass laws that most people do not know about and if they did would not understand. Judges are political appointees whose careers depend on making decisions that are compatible with the ideological prejudices of the elected officials who control their appointments. Police and prosecutors work in a bureaucracy that more often than not pits them against the people they are supposed to protect.

Police, prison guards, and people who work in what the Norwegian criminologist Nils Christie calls “the crime control industry” champion legislation to spend more tax money to ensure their employment.

The result of this process is that Americans are being scared to death about crime. In a circle with no end, we are fed distorted and misleading information and then told that the only solution to the problem (which has been manufactured by government officials in the first place) is to spend more money on policies that contribute to the problem.

We are becoming a country obsessed with an imaginary plague, spending scarce resources on failed remedies while refusing to recognize both the reality of the problem and the social policies that  do work. We must bring about a revolution in our thinking lest, too late, we realize that our fears generated policies that created the plague we feared.

It is the law enforcement bureaucracy, the politicians, the media, and the industries that profit from the building of prisons and the creation and manufacture of crime control technologies that perpetuate the myths that justify wasting vast sums of taxpayer’s money on failed efforts at crime control.

This book is a study of the reality of crime in America, of how the perception of crime is manipulated by vested interests, and of the consequences for the nation of this hiatus “between the idea and the reality.”

 



William J. Chambliss
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Introduction:
 Misperceptions of Crime

The facts are simple enough: For the last twenty-five years the crime rate in the United States has been steadily declining. Most people, however, believe that the United States is a sea of aggression in which their lives and their property are subject to whimsical violence and attack by predators. Consequently, federal, state, and local governments ceaselessly increase expenditures on crime control while at the same time cutting back in practically every other area.

The federal budget for crime control tripled from $1,077 billion in 1995 to an estimated $4,541 billion in 1999.1 The number of federal law enforcement officers increased 11 percent, with Immigration and Naturalization Services increasing a whopping 34 percent. During the 1990s entire bureaus of federal and state governments were eliminated in an effort to save money and scale back “big government.” Congress passed and President Bill Clinton signed a welfare bill that reduced federal spending on welfare by $60 billion. Spending was cut for Medicare, Social Security, and a host of public services, including the Post Office and public transportation, to reduce federal and state budget deficits. Even expenditures on the once sacrosanct military were reduced. But the budgets for policing and prisons grew like Topsy, increasing every year at all levels of government.

While government agencies and private citizens scramble to survive with less, the criminal justice system—police, prosecutors, courts, and prisons—search for ways to spend the largesse created by dramatic increases in government funding. For example, in 1994 Congress passed and President Clinton signed into law a bill authorizing the expenditure of nearly $24 billion to enable state and municipal governments to hire 100,000 new police officers  and to construct new prisons. In 1998 federal funds were made available for selected cities to hire 700 more police officers. The federal budget for the so-called War on Drugs rose from $1 billion in 1980 to nearly $20 billion in 2000. The number of people in prison and jails quadrupled between 1980 and 2000, necessitating a huge increase in public expenditures for building prisons and incarcerating inmates. Currently over 170,000 new prison beds are being constructed at a cost of $8.5 billion. The cost of incarcerating inmates adds an additional $30 billion a year.2


That the United States has a crime problem cannot be denied, but the problem is not nearly as serious as people have been led to believe. The solutions being pursued do more to exacerbate the problem than to solve it. The crime problem in the United States is neither better nor worse today than it was fifty years ago, when people were not afraid to walk the streets at night or to leave their car unlocked in their driveway. The perception of the American people has changed; the severity of the problem has not. The rate of both violent and nonviolent crime has actually declined in the past twenty-five years. (See Figure I.1.) Americans are probably as safe today as they have ever been.

Every year for the past twenty-five years the Bureau of the census interviews a sample of more than 100,000 citizens and asks whether they have been the victim of any kind of crime, including minor incidents of theft, assault, or harassment. The results of these surveys show that in any given year almost 90 percent of Americans are not the victims of any criminal offense. The risk of being a victim of a violent crime is even less: In any given year fewer than 3 percent of Americans are victims of a violent crime. Every year 50,000 people die and hundreds of thousands are injured in automobile accidents. There are fewer than 20,000 homicides every year, and violent crime does not approach automobile accidents for the number of injuries caused. Indeed, what the FBI calls “violent crimes,” such as robbery, rarely result in the hospitalization of the victim, whereas automobile accidents are much more likely to require hospitalization.

People most fear being victimized by a stranger. But violent crimes are more likely to be committed by a relative or close friend of the victim than by a stranger. You are much more likely to be the victim of a violent crime in your own home than you are on the streets.

[image: 002]


FIGURE I.1 Violent and Property Crime Rates, 1973–1999

SOURCE: Bureau of Justice Statistics, “Criminal Victimization, 1973–1999” (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice, 1973–1999, Federal Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reports, 1973–1999.

Most of the crimes people report are minor: theft of property without contact with the thief; having something stolen from one’s desk at work, for example, accounts for the majority of all victimizations. Larceny without contact occurs more than twenty times as often as larceny with contact.

In addition, the least dangerous violent crimes account for most of the reported violent offenses: Assaults without injury account for more than 90 percent of all violent crimes. Attempted crimes are reported twice as often as completed crimes. In every category of crime reported by victims, attempts and the least serious crime in the category account for the vast majority of offenses. (See Table I.1.)

Given the minor nature of most crimes experienced by the 10 to 15 percent of the population victimized each year, it is not surprising to find that more than 50 percent of the victims of crime do not report it to the police. What reason do they give for not reporting it to the police? “It wasn’t serious enough” or “nothing could be done about it.”3


Despite the fact that the crime rate—both of all crimes and of violent crimes—was declining steadily in the decade from 1970 to 1980, the amount of money spent on efforts to control crime began rising exponentially after 1982. Federal, state, and municipal expenditures on law enforcement (police, prosecution, courts, and prisons) increased from $36 billion to more than $100 billion. If that rate of increased expenditures continues, by the year 2005 the nation will spend more than $200 billion on criminal justice, making criminal justice expenditures one of the largest items in the federal budget.


TABLE I.1 Rate of Victimization per 1,000 Persons Age Twelve or Older and Seriousness of Offense
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The Rising American Prison Population 

The percentage of the U.S. population in prison has risen steadily since the 1930s, and in recent years the increase has been dramatic. Between 1980 and 2000 the number of people under the control of the criminal justice system (in prison, in jail, and on probation or parole) rose from fewer than 2 million to more than 6 million, a threefold increase in less than twenty years. The number of people in prison grew even faster, by nearly 300 percent from fewer than 320,000 inmates in 1980 to nearly 2 million in 2000. (See Figure I.2.)

The year 1995 marked a watershed for the United States: For the first time in our history, we had a higher percentage of our population in prison or jail than any other Western industrialized country. (See Figure I.3.) The United States incarcerates ten times as many people as Japan and more than five times as many as Italy, France, Great Britain, Spain, or Australia.4





The Growing Prison Economy 

Between 1982 and 2000 the number of people employed in the criminal justice system increased by nearly 50 percent. The number of full-time federal criminal justice employees grew from 95,000 in 1982 to more than 170,000 in 2000. Crime control, prison construction, and maintaining people in prison and jails have become one of the nation’s major growth industries.

Who is filling our jails and prisons? Most of the victims of the criminal justice system are minor offenders. According to a study conducted by the National Center for Crime and Delinquency, more than 50 percent of the prisoners in state and federal prisons are there for offenses that, according to public opinion surveys, the general public thinks are “not very serious crimes.” (See Figure I.4.)5


More than 60 percent of all inmates of federal prisons were sentenced for drug offenses. A study conducted at the request of the attorney general, which was not made public, found that more than 30 percent of the federal prisoners sentenced for drug offenses had no history of violent crime or other felonies, and were not engaged in any ongoing criminal enterprises, such as the sale or manufacture of drugs. These prisoners are drug addicts, not drug dealers.
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FIGURE I.2 Sentenced Prisoners in State and Federal Institutions, 1925-2000

SOURCE: U.S Departement of justice, Bureau of Criminal Justice Statics, Washingtons, D.C.
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FIGURE I.3 International Incarceration Rates, 1992

SOURCE I.4: Annie Kensy and Pierre Tournier, French Prison Population: some features, (Paris: Direction de l’administration penitentiaire, Ministrie de la Justice, 1997), 2.
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FIGURE I.4 Public Estimation of the Severity of Crimes Committed by Persons Incarcerated in Federal and State Prisons

SOURCE: James Austin and John Irwin, Who Goes to Prison? (San Francisco: National Council on Crime and Delinquency, 1987).

Most of the almost 2 million people in prison and jail are not dangerous criminals. They do not belong to a criminal subculture that preys on innocent citizens. In fact, they do not have anything in common with one another except that they are (1) overwhelmingly poor, (2) uneducated, (3) predominantly male, and (4) disproportionately members of minority groups.

How can the public be so misinformed? The major source of the data used by the news media and law enforcement agencies—the data that lead to the impression of an increasing crime rate—are “crimes known to the police” as reported in the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports (UCR). As we shall see, the FBI and other law enforcement agencies purposely distort these data to make them grossly misleading.

The FBI is not alone in distorting the reality of crime and instigating panics. Local law enforcement agencies gleefully reinforce FBI statistics by seeking publicity for sensational crimes and by manufacturing “crime waves.” Local police are very effective at creating panics over particular types of crime, such as carjackings and gang warfare. The police and the FBI are joined by the media in their never-ending search for sensational topics that will titillate and exacerbate the fears and anxieties of the viewing public and, not coincidentally, increase the number of viewers and readers. Politicians desperate for an issue guaranteed to meet with public approval rush to increase public expenditures on police and prisons.

The result is the creation and perpetuation of a gigantic hoax that costs the taxpayers billions of dollars and creates a system of oppression unprecedented in modern democracies. Distorting the reality of crime and wasting billions of dollars on crime control is an egregious public policy mistake. But equally serious is the fact that the burgeoning criminal justice industry creates widespread fear and suspicion.

In the economically impoverished communities where policing is most intense, anger and hostility toward the police is rampant. Onlookers prevent police from making arrests in neighborhoods where there is widespread feeling that the police are not there to protect people from crime but to harass and oppress them. Rather than promoting a sense of security among residents in the neighborhoods where crime rates are highest, policing increases the division between the black and white populations by reinforcing the  white community’s perception of young black men as dangerous and criminal and by reinforcing the black community’s perception of the police as a hostile, occupying army.

There is, in short, a huge chasm between the reality of crime, the public’s perception of it, and the information being disseminated to the public by law enforcement agencies, the media, and politicians.

How this discrepancy between the reality of crime, the public’s perception, and government expenditures has come to pass and its consequences for the quality of life in the United States is the subject of this book. In Part I, I examine the role of politics and law enforcement in the creation of the “crime problem.” In Part II, I look at the criminal law in action: how the day-to-day decisions of law enforcement agencies affect the perception of crime and criminality in America. Finally, in Part III, I take up the issue of what effect the political, law enforcement, and media practices have on U.S. society and what can be done to change current policies and practices.




Notes 
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3   Bureau of Justice Statistics. Criminal Victimization in the United States (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice, 1988).


4   Nils Christie, Crime Control as Industry (London: Routledge, 1997), 29.
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Part 1

Propaganda





Chapter One

The Politics of Fear

Political conservatives took a serious beating in the 1960s. The mood of the country was decidedly liberal. University campuses were in a state of virtual revolution, Marxism and other radical theories enjoyed a resurgence unknown since the depression, the Civil Rights movement mobilized millions of people demanding fundamental changes, and large sectors of the intelligentsia joined college students in actively opposing the Vietnam War.

In addition the Supreme Court overturned years of conservative criminal justice policies. The Miranda decision gave suspects the right to remain silent when questioned by the police, Gideon gave indigent defendants the right to a lawyer, and Escobedo limited the admissibility of defendant’s statements to the police if the defendant’s request to have a lawyer present had been denied.

Conservatives, however, were not without the resources to mount a counteroffensive. A cabal of leading industrialists, along with the right-wing journalist William F. Buckley, met to develop strategies to turn the tide. Wealthy Americans contributed funds to create “think tanks” that promulgated the conservative ideology, and the power elite formed political action committees (PACs) that infused massive sums into the political campaigns of conservatives.

One result of conservative mobilization against liberalism was the selection of Barry Goldwater, the darling of the conservatives, as the Republican presidential nominee in 1964.

Goldwater, whose campaign manager Holmes Alexander was an outspoken racist, ran against the Civil Rights movement, intending to break the Democratic party’s traditional hold on the southern  states. He advocated legislation to turn back the Civil Rights movement, which he alleged was “Communist inspired.” He also sought to overturn the Supreme Court decisions enhancing the rights of criminal defendants. His focus on crime was a smoke screen for a covertly racist campaign.

Goldwater sounded the alarm in his acceptance speech at the Republican Convention: “Tonight there is violence in our streets, corruption in our highest offices, aimlessness among our youth, anxiety among our elderly . . . security from domestic violence, no less than from foreign aggression, is the most elementary and fundamental purpose of any government.”1


On the campaign trail Goldwater hammered away at crime and used racist allusions to equate crime with African Americans and the Civil Rights movement. He placed the blame for civil disorder squarely on the shoulders of “liberals,” civil rights demonstrators, and Democratic party policies that coddled criminals :
Our wives, all women, feel unsafe on our streets. And in encouragement of even more abuse of the law, we have the appalling spectacle of this country’s Ambassador to the United Nations [Adlai Stevenson] actually telling an audience—this year, at Colby College—that, “in the great struggle to advance human civil rights, even a jail sentence is no longer a dishonor but a proud achievement.” Perhaps we are destined to see in this law-loving land people running for office not on their stainless records but on their prison record.2






Goldwater referred to civil rights as a threat to the safety of “our wives” time and again throughout the campaign. It was the most blatant attempt to link crime and violence to African Americans since the Dixiecrats (a third party of southern conservatives) opposed the Democratic civil rights stand in the 1948 presidential election.

Throughout the campaign the Democratic presidential candidate, Lyndon Johnson, argued that crime was part of the larger issue of social justice, which would be handled by his “Great Society” programs:
Asked about the Federal Government’s role in checking “crime in the streets,” President Johnson said his anti-poverty program would be of “some help” and “our increased educational measures will be of  great help. Johnson said other measures to improve “shameful” living conditions and promote the education, training, and recreation of city residents should be developed.3






The voters were not receptive to Goldwater’s message. Less than three weeks before the election Newsweek’s editors wrote, “Remarkably late in the campaign, Barry Goldwater was still a candidate in search of an issue that could score a voting breakthrough . . . [He] did all he could to press the issue of law and order.”4 Johnson was reelected to the presidency by a landslide. He received the largest share of the popular vote so far recorded in the United States. He won a majority in every region of the country.5 Clearly Goldwater’s hue and cry over the danger of crime did not strike a resonant chord among the American public.

Crime never appeared in public opinion polls taken during the campaign of 1963 and 1964 as a major problem. In polls taken after the election, in May 1965, the most important problems facing the nation were said to be (in rank order) the Vietnam War, civil rights, the threat of war, prestige abroad, spread of world communism, the Dominican Republic crisis, the high cost of living, and unemployment. Only 2 percent of the respondents mentioned juvenile delinquency as the most important problem. These results were consistent with findings from polls for the preceding thirty-five years: In Gallup polls taken every year since the 1930s respondents consistently said that the most important problems facing America were unemployment, keeping out of war, the high cost of living, and inflation. In the 1950s America saw communism as a major problem, and in the 1960s they were concerned with civil rights, the Vietnam War, and race relations. (See Table 1.1) Crime was almost never mentioned, and never was it near the top of the list of most important problems. Goldwater and his strategists misidentified the issues that most concerned Americans.

Johnson had campaigned on a platform to create the Great Society, where poverty would be eliminated and everyone would have an “equal opportunity” to share in the American dream. After his election he continued to argue that the problem of crime could not be divorced from the problems of poverty and education.

 
TABLE 1.1 Respondents’ Perception of the “Most Important Problem” Facing the United States, 1935–1997
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SOURCES: Gallup Polls, 1935–1997

The politics of fear were beginning to take their toll on Johnson and the conservative Democrats in Congress. By 1965 Johnson had  conceded that “crime has become malignant energy in America’s midst.” He insisted, however, on putting the crime problem into a broader political-economic framework:
We are not prepared in our democratic system to pay for improved law enforcement by unreasonable limitations on the individual protection which ennobles our system. Yet there is the undoubted necessity that society be protected from the criminal and that the rights of society be recognized along with the rights of the individual . . . the fault lies in poor living conditions, limited education, and the denial of opportunity. Plainly, laws are less likely to command the respect of those forced to live at the margins of our society. Stability and order have little meaning and small advantage to those who exist in poverty, hopelessness and despair.6






Johnson proposed legislation to establish the Office of Law Enforcement Assistance (OLEA) and the President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and the Administration of Justice. He asked Congress for a $10 million grant for training law enforcement personnel and for the collection, evaluation, and dissemination of criminal justice information. In September 1965, Congress passed the bill and appropriated $7 million for each of the next three years.

The Republicans in Congress and aspiring Republican presidential candidates for the 1968 election continued to barrage the public with “law and order” campaigns built on racist stereotypes of violent, criminal black men out of control and out of reach of the law. As the 1966 congressional elections approached, the Republican party followed the Goldwater strategy of linking crime with civil rights. At a press conference on October 3, 1966, the Republican Coordinating Committee stated that “Unfortunately the Johnson-Humphrey Administration has accomplished nothing of substance to date to promote public safety. Indeed, high officials of this administration have condoned and encouraged disregard for law and order.”7 Richard Nixon jumped into the law and order fray with remarks previewing his upcoming presidential campaign: “A vote for Johnson’s Congress is a vote for continuing the President’s policy of no action against a crime rate which in the last half decade has grown six times as rapidly as the population.”8


Despite the fact that the public was more concerned about war, civil rights, poverty, and unemployment, Republicans, conservative Democrats, and law enforcement spokespersons at every level of government continued to lobby for dramatic changes in the law and massive public expenditures to combat crime. There was vitriolic criticism of Supreme Court decisions, especially those protecting the rights of the accused. The Miranda decision, which required that statements made by suspects be voluntary if they were to be admissible in court, and Gideon, which gave every defendant a right to counsel, were fiercely criticized by conservative politicians and law enforcement officials.




The President’s Crime Commission 

President Johnson responded to the political pressure by appointing a blue-ribbon crime commission, which issued its report in February 1967. On the basis of the report, Johnson quickly proposed legislation that for the first time provided federal funds for local police. The centerpiece of the legislation was called the Safe Streets and Crime Control Act. Under this landmark legislation state and local governments continued to be the principal agents of law enforcement while the federal government provided funds to cities for planning, technical assistance, and research to aid in the fight against crime. By using the categorical grant approach (that is, allocating different amounts of matching funds for different programs), Johnson hoped to reduce the federal bureaucracy’s power to dictate local law enforcement priorities and policies. This policy was to be turned on its head by subsequent administrations.




A Shift in the Focus of Concern 

Both the House and Senate began hearings on the Safe Streets and Crime Control Act in the spring of 1967. By the time the bill was passed in 1968 its name had been changed to the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act, and a coalition of conservative members of congress (five Democrats and three Republicans) had introduced several fundamental changes. First, the bill as passed provided grants to states rather than cities. Second, funds were now earmarked not for research on crime or for grants to train police officers  but, rather, to create riot-control units. Third, the revised bill fundamentally altered previously guaranteed civil liberties by allowing federal agents and local police to carry out wiretapping and “bugging” without a court order. Fourth, the bill authorized judges to admit confessions as voluntary after considering “all factors,” not just whether or not the confession was coerced. The Miranda decision required that suspects be told that they had right to remain silent and that anything they said could be held against them. By allowing judges to take into account “all factors” in deciding whether to allow defendants’ statements as evidence, the bill gave judges the power to ignore the requirements of Miranda. Finally, the transformed bill exempted law enforcement agencies from having to meet the requirements of Title 6 of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which denies federal grants to agencies or organizations that discriminate.

The spring of 1968 was a critical period in the development of the crime control industry. On March 31, 1968, President Johnson announced that he would not seek reelection. Four days later, Martin Luther King Jr. was murdered in Memphis, Tennessee, precipitating riots in more than a hundred cities across the United States. Millions of dollars’ worth of property was destroyed and thirty-four people died. Two months later, Senator Robert Kennedy was assassinated while campaigning for the Democratic nomination.

In signing the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act into law on June 19, 1968, President Johnson made significant concessions in his “War on Crime”:
In the end, the Administration’s proposals suffered in three major ways: allocation of leadership responsibilities to the states rather than to the cities, congressional emphasis on tough crime control as opposed to reforms advocated by the Crime Commission and Ramsey Clark [the attorney general], and the decreased power of the Attorney General to control the operations of the new agency that was to administer the federal monies.9






In August 1968 a public opinion poll showed that 52 percent of those surveyed said the Vietnam War was the most important problem facing the United States, 29 percent named crime and lawlessness (including looting and riots), and 20 percent still called race relations the most pressing issue facing the nation.10 This was  the first time in more than thirty years that even a minority of those polled had mentioned crime as the most important national problem (see Table 1.1), and it followed on the heels of the riots and the assassinations of King and Kennedy. The next year, 1969, only 8 percent of respondents mentioned crime as the nation’s most important problem. Fear of crime was clearly tied very closely to current events.

In the 1968 presidential campaign between Richard Nixon and Hubert H. Humphrey, Nixon and his running mate, Spiro Agnew, hammered away at the issue of law and order. It is ironic that two of the highest-ranking politicians in U.S. history exposed for systematic criminality while in office ran for election on a platform of “law and order.” Vice President Spiro Agnew was convicted of accepting bribes and payoffs, and President Richard Nixon was forced to resign to avoid impeachment and consequent trial by the Senate for a host of crimes, including conspiracy to commit burglary and obstructing justice.

In a poorly veiled attempt to fan racist fears of the Civil Rights movement and the urban riots, Nixon followed Goldwater’s lead and pursued
[a] “southern strategy” for wresting electoral control of the Southern states from the Democratic party. At the heart of this strategy was an appeal to voters’ fears of social unrest and violent crime. A major chord of the appeal was to sound especially on white fear of black street crime . . . It has been a staple ingredient of subsequent Republican electoral victories.11






Nixon attacked the Johnson administration’s focus on social conditions as the cause of crime:
By way of excuse, the present Administration places the blame on poverty. But poverty is just one contributing factor. During the Depression the crime rate was at an all-time low. The truth is that we will reduce crime and violence when we enforce our laws—when we make it less profitable, and a lot more risky to break them.12






Nixon held the Supreme Court partially responsible for the crime problem. He assailed some of the Court’s decisions as having “tipped the balance against the peace forces and strengthened the criminal forces.”13 He stated, “The Supreme Court is not infallible.  It is sometimes wrong. Many of the decisions break down 5 to 4, and I think that often in recent years the five-man majority has been wrong and the four-man minority right. We need more strict constructionists on the highest court of the United States.”14 The Democratic candidate, Hubert Humphrey, expressed views on crime that were essentially the same as those Johnson had voiced in his campaign four years earlier: “Crime rates were highest among the poor and disadvantaged—who commit more crime but who also suffer more crime. In the long run we can only cut crime by getting at its cause: slums, unemployment, rundown schools and houses. This is where crime begins and that is where it must end.”15 Humphrey commented that Nixon’s criticisms of Supreme Court decisions “lend themselves to a breakdown of law and order.”16
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“NOTE: Homicide data are from the Uniform Crime Reports; all other data are from National
Criminal Victim Surveys.





OEBPS/will_9780813346342_oeb_003_r1.gif
More Serious Offense

Less Serious Offense

Larceny with contact 24
Aggravated assault 86
Aggravated assault with injury 27
Robbery with injury 11
Attempted robbery with injury 0.3
Completect crmes of violence 122
Completect rapes 04

Larceny without contact 606
Simple assault 29
Aggravated assault withoutinjury 59
Robbery without njury 23
Attempted robbery without injury 12
Attempted crimes of violence 270
Atempted rapes 05
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“This is  wake-up call that is badly needed.” — Noam Chomsky
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Year Probiem Year Problem
1935 Unemployment 1981 High cost of iving, unemployment
1936 Unemployment 1952 Unemployment, highcostofliving
1937 Unemployment 1983 Unemployment, high cost of living.
1938 Keeping out of war 1951 Unemployment,fear of war
1939 Keeping outof war 1985 Fear of war, unemployment
1940 Keeping out of war 195 Unemployment, fear of war
1941 Keeping out of war, winning war 1987  Fear of war, unemployment
1992 Winning war 1988 Budget defct, drug abuse.

1943 Winning war 1989 Drugs, poverty, homelessness.
194 Wining war 1990 Budget deficit, drugs

1945 Winning war 1991 Economy, poverty, homelessness,
1946 Highcostof iving drugs, unemployment

1947 High costof living laborunrest 1992 Economy, unemployment

1948 Keeping peace 1993 Health care, economy

1949 Labor unrest 1994 Crime/violence, health care
1950 Labor unrest 1995 Crime/ violence, unemployment/
1951 Korean War jobs

192 Korean War 199 Crime, drugs

1953 Keeping peace 1997 Crime/ violence,drugs/drug abuse

195 Keeping peace
1957 Race relations, keeping peace
1958 Unemployment, keeping peace

1961 Keeping peace
1962 Keeping peace
1963 Keeping peace,race rlations
1961 Vietnam, race relations
1965 Vietnam, race relations,
1966 Vietnam

1967 Vietnam, high cost of livi

1965 Vietnam
199 Vietnam
1970 Vietnam

1971 Vietnam, high costof living
1972 Vietnam

1973 High cost of I
1974 High costof |
1975 High cost of I
1976 High cost of I
1977 High cost of I

ing, Watergate

1950 High cost ofliving, unemployment

ing, Watergate, energy crisis

‘SOURCES: Gallup Polls, 19351997

1996 data come from the Los Angeles Times; all other data come from Gallup.
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