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NINE FALLACIES ABOUT CRIME

AChicago home is burgled. The owner calls police. The police don’t

come, so the owner calls again. The police finally show up, and the

owner says, “Aren’t you going to take fingerprints?” The officer says, “Lady,

you’ve been watching too much television.” Modern people get too many ideas

about crime from television and movies, or unusual stories they hear from

others. Such stories just don’t represent what normally happens.

This book is our effort to help you get past these reports, to learn about

crime as it really happens. Accordingly, we challenge you by presenting nine

fallacies about crime. These fallacies keep coming back again and again.

Perhaps naming and explaining them will help you resist misinformation,

understand crime, and figure out how to reduce it.

1. THE DRAMATIC FALLACY

A lot of people make money talking about crime. Included are 24-hour news

cable channels, such as CNN, Fox, C-SPAN, and MSNBC, and an increasing

number of specialized cable channels, such as TNT, A&E, TBS, and Spike TV,

that compete with the networks for viewers. Television and other media seek

strange and violent incidents to keep their ratings high. Thus, they are interested

in romantic murders by jealous lovers, shootouts between felons and police offi-

cers, and extreme or clever types of murder. But most crime is not very clever.
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The dramatic fallacy states that the most publicized offenses are far more

dramatic than those commonly found in real life. The media are carried away

by a horror-distortion sequence. They find a horror story, then entertain the

public with it. They make money on it while creating a myth in the public

mind. Then they build on that myth for the next horror story. As this happens,

public misinformation grows, with new stories building on public acceptance

of past misconceptions. So, it is no accident that crime becomes so distorted

in the public mind (see Beckett & Sassoon, 2000; Best, 1999; Chambliss,

1999; Potter & Kappeler, 1998).

The Murder Mix

The public view of murder is especially distorted. They see it as very

elaborate or interesting, and as one of the most frequent crimes. But let’s

look at reality. Murders are less than 1% of the eight Part I crimes (murder,

rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle

theft, and arson—see Section 8 below) (Federal Bureau of Investigation

[FBI], 2008b). About 9 out of 10 Part I crimes are not violent crimes at

all, but rather property crimes. In fact, larceny-thefts make up 58% of all

Part I crime.

The FBI also quietly collects data on a less famous set of crimes called

“Part II,” including everything from drug offenses to prostitution and sex

offenses, as well as simple assaults. Tens of millions of such offenses come to

official notice every year, and many more are never reported at all. By any

measure, “other” crimes outnumber murders—perhaps by 10,000 to 1 or an

even greater margin.

Sherlock Holmes would have no interest whatever in most of the 16,929

murders reported in the United States for 2007 (FBI, 2008b). Only 10 involved

poison. Only 134 were by strangulation. Only 31 murders were classified as

involving rape. Just 11 involved prostitution and commercialized vice.

Gangland killings were tallied at 77. The largest category of murder circum-

stances is “miscellaneous arguments.” Murder is more likely to result from

arguments over money or property than from romantic triangles, even if the lat-

ter make a better story.

Most murders are the tragic result of a stupid little quarrel. Thus, murder

is less a crime than it is an outcome (Block & Block, 1992; Maxfield, 1989).

The path toward murder is not much different from that of an ordinary fight,
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except that, unfortunately, someone happened to die. Murder has two central

features: a gun too near and a hospital too far. Tedeschi and Felson (1994) find

many parallels between murder and simple fights. Although some murderers

intend to kill from the outset (see Felson & Messner, 1996), even they usually

have simple reasons not worth televising. More commonly, the offender

intended to harm the victim, but did not know how much.

The Mass of Minor Offenses

Yet the vast majority of times, the harm is limited. The picture we are

painting is well supported by the National Crime Victim Survey (Bureau of

Justice Statistics [BJS], 2009). Property crime victimizations far exceed vio-

lent victimizations, with the simplest thefts and burglaries most common.

Confirming the same general conclusion, self-report surveys pick up a lot of

illegal consumption and minor offenses, but little major crime. For example,

high school students admit considerable underage drinking, minor theft, and

plenty of marijuana experimentation, but only a small percentage report

using cocaine or hard drugs. The Monitoring the Future Survey for the year

2006, for instance, asked high school seniors about their use of various

drugs. Some 31% reported having tried marijuana or hashish that year, but

only 4% reported using Ecstasy. When students are asked about use in the

past 30 days, these numbers fall to much lower levels (Johnston, O’Malley,

Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2007). This principle holds strong: Minor drugs

far exceed major drugs, and occasional usage far exceeds regular usage.

None of these drugs ever does nearly as much harm, in percentage terms, as

simple alcohol.

You can see, then, that most offenses are not dramatic. Property crime far

exceeds violent crime. Violent crimes that do occur are relatively infrequent

and leave no long-term physical harm. When injury does result, it is usually

self-containing and not classified as aggravated assault, much less homicide.

Real crime is usually not much of a story: Someone drinks too much and gets

in a fight. There is no inner conflict, thrilling car chase, or life-and-death

struggle. He saw, he took, and he left. He won’t give it back.

This is not to deny that dramatic events occur in real life. By the time this

book is in your hands, another teenager may shoot up a school, and people will

then talk about this one event as if it represented all crime. Keep your focus on

the plain facts of crime and ignore the dramatic event of the month.
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2. THE COPS-AND-COURTS FALLACY

It is easy to exaggerate the importance of the police, courts, and prisons as the

key actors in crime production or prevention. But we have to keep reminding

people that crime comes first, and the justice system follows. The cops-and-

courts fallacywarns us against overrating the power of criminal justice agencies.

Police Work

Real police work is by and large mundane. Ordinary police activity

includes driving around a lot, asking people to quiet down, hearing complaints

about barking dogs, filling out paperwork, meeting with other police officers,

and waiting to be called up in court. If you ever become a crime analyst, you

will quickly learn that

• Many calls for service never lead to a real crime report.

• Many complaints (e.g., barking dogs) bother a few citizens, but do not

directly threaten the whole community.

• Many problems are resolved informally, as they should be.

To quote the standard line, police work consists of hour upon hour of

boredom, interrupted by moments of sheer terror. Some police officers have to

wait years for these moments. Most seldom—or never—take a gun out of its

holster. Most are never shot at and never shoot at anybody else. In 2007, police

shot and killed 388 citizens in the line of duty (FBI, 2008a). Some 57 officers

were feloniously killed in the line of duty, and another 83 died in accidents

(FBI, 2008a). These are large numbers compared to European nations, but

small numbers in terms of overall police activity and number of officers—just

under 700,000 in 2007 (FBI, 2008b). Of course, a police officer has a right to

be upset about every threat to any officer. Overall, however, their mortality

rates are not high. Their more common problems are rude encounters with

people who cannot keep their mouths shut.

The short arm of the law is best explained by one fact already noted: Most

crimes are never reported to the police in the first place. In the 2005 National

Crime Victim Survey, about 57% of those who said they were victimized also

said they had not reported the crime to the police (BJS, 2009). Self-report

studies cited earlier in this chapter turn up even greater numbers of illegal acts
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that never are reported to police, notably many millions of instances of mari-

juana consumption, underage alcohol use, shoplifting, private assaults, and bil-

lions of dollars worth of fraud.

Many people have looked to beefed-up “police presence” to prevent

crime. Theoretically, police can reduce crime by patrolling—inhibiting wrong-

doing by their sheer presence on the streets. The Kansas City Patrol

Experiment investigated this point. The experiment discovered that intensified

police patrols are scarcely noticed by offenders or citizens and have no impact

on crime rates (Kelling, Pate, Dieckman, & Brown, 1974). More recent work

finds that police can reduce crime, but only if they concentrate police efforts

very intelligently (Weisburd & Eck, 2004). Given 300 million people and bil-

lions of valuable items dispersed over vast space, there is no practical way for

police to deliver blanket protection. Like all of us, the police have to focus

their efforts.

Let’s take the case of Los Angeles County. The protection task is awe-

some, with more than 4,000 square miles of land, 10 million people, 4 million

households, and a million nonresidential locations to protect. Each day has

1,440 minutes; that means 86,400 seconds to cover. A rough arithmetic indi-

cates that on-the-spot police protection will be absent 99.98% of the time

(Felson, 1998). That leaves precious little time for an officer to learn who has

a right to be leaving your home carrying a box. It is even more difficult

because officers are quite often shifted from one beat to another, with no

chance to learn your name. It is not surprising that less than 1% of offenses

end with the offender caught in the act by police on patrol. Doubling the

number of police in a U.S. city is doubling a drop in the bucket.

Courts and Punishment

For most crimes known to the police, nobody gets arrested. When there is

an arrest, most do not lead to trial or a guilty plea. Of cases that get to trial,

most do not result in incarceration. For example, some 3.4 million household

burglaries were estimated in the United States in 2005 (BJS, 2006). Of these,

about 1.9 million were reported to the police. (Crime victim survey estimates

of burglary reports to police are very close to the FBI totals.) About 200,000

resulted in arrests. Only about 2% of burglaries lead to a conviction, and fewer

still to incarceration (see Felson, 1998). The chance of being punished for drug

offenses is much smaller.
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Within the court setting, very few convictions are based on trials like the

ones you see on TV. Most are plea-bargained in meetings between prosecutor

and defense attorney, and only about 1 in 50 cases go before a jury. When the

criminal justice system delivers punishment, it does so after long delays, typi-

cally 6 to 8 months.

Psychologists have found that the best way to get someone to do what you

want is to reward more than you punish, doing so quickly, often, and mildly.

The U.S. criminal justice system does everything wrong:

• It punishes bad rather than rewarding good.

• It relies on rare and delayed, but extreme, penalties.

• It never catches up with crime itself, which gives sure and quick

rewards to offenders.

You shouldn’t be surprised that many people continue to commit crimes.

Consider what happens when you touch a hot stove: The pain you receive is

quick, certain, but minor. After being burned once, you will not touch a hot

stove again. Now think of an imaginary hot stove that burns you only once

every 500 times you touch it, with the burn not hurting until 6 months later.

The other 499 times you receive a reward. Psychological research and com-

mon sense alike tell us a justice system will not work very well if it follows

this principle.

Our point is not to blame the people in the criminal justice system. They

are subject to practical limits just like everyone else. Yet you should keep in

mind the limitations on the justice system. Let’s not place unreasonable

demands on the cleanup squad.

3. THE NOT-ME FALLACY

The false image of crime and criminals leads to something worse: a false

image of oneself. We would like to think that we are just plain good. The not-

me fallacy is the illusion that we could never do a crime. It denies every ille-

gal act we ever committed or contemplated. It also includes that special talent

for breaking the law while declaring, as did Richard Nixon, “I am not a crook.”

One way to prove goodness is to cite all the crimes we have not commit-

ted. Why haven’t I stolen anything lately? It must be because I am good. But
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perhaps nobody tempted me, or I was simply afraid to do it? These explana-

tions take us down a peg. Ask yourself these questions:

• Do you deny or minimize your bad deeds?

• Do you find excuses?

• Do you shift blame to others?

• When you do the right thing, is it for the wrong reasons?

• Do you always try to distance moral wrong from yourself?

If you answered “Yes” to any or all of these questions, you are actually

rather normal.You are trying to feel better, not analyze human temptations and

controls. Consider this famous old dialogue:

Sir Winston Churchill

(to Lady Astor): Would you sleep with me for five million pounds?

Lady Astor: Well, I suppose I would.

Sir Winston: Well, would you sleep with me for five pounds?

Lady Astor: What do you think I am?

Sir Winston: We’ve already established that; we’re merely haggling

over price.

The saying that “everyone has a price” may not be completely true, but it

reminds us not to overstate the differences between active offenders and the

rest of the population. The old cowboy movies had good guys (in white hats

with white horses) and bad guys (in black hats with black horses). You don’t

have to be bad to do bad. Indeed, empirical research has virtually destroyed the

claim that victims and offenders are from separate populations. Not only is

some offending normal, but offenders themselves have extremely high rates of

victimization (Fattah, 1991; Gottfredson, 1984).

Do not ask yourself “Why did he do it?” but rather ask “Why doesn’t

everybody engage in crime?” (Hirschi, 1969). Remember that each major reli-

gious group in America has some form of confession or repentance, with no

lack of participants. Most people violate at least some laws sometimes

(Beckett & Sassoon, 2000; Best, 1999; Gabor, 1994). That’s why crime may

involve your own children (see Chapter 6), coworkers (see Chapter 7), or

neighbors (see Chapter 8). Do not waste your time talking about offenders as
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“disadvantaged” or “super-predators,” or searching for a separate criminal

class. Those who commit extra crime may be somewhat different, but they are

not as special as people often think.

4. THE INNOCENT-YOUTH FALLACY

The television version of crime often portrays middle-aged offenders. When

the young are there, they are usually presented as innocents corrupted by those

who are older. This reflects the innocent-youth fallacy, the belief that being

young means being innocent.1

Are young people really so innocent? Let’s look at the age curve for

offending. Exhibit 1.1 shows how the general population perpetrates crime at

various ages (Curve A). Criminal behavior accelerates quickly in teenage

years, peaks in the late teens or early 20s, and declines as youth fades. This has

been found in many different data sets, various nations, and numerous eras for

which data are available (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Hirschi & Gottfredson,

2000). How could youths be innocent when their relative level of crime par-

ticipation is so high?
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Very active offenders tend to continue offending as they get older (see

Nagin, Farrington, & Moffitt, 1995). These offenders, who tend to engage

in extended substance abuse, are described in Curve B of Exhibit 1.1.

Although this group is small in number, it carries out far more than its share

of offenses. Could these long-active criminals be the ones corrupting the

young? That might sometimes be the case. But Curve B shows that this

long-active group also initiates criminal behavior at even younger ages, get-

ting even deeper into trouble during adolescence. The main corrupters of

youths are other youths.

We have heard many people declare that “Prisons should keep young

offenders separate, or else the hard-bitten criminals will be a bad influence on

them.” But young inmates are the ones causing the most trouble inside the pris-

ons, which separate by age to protect older prisoners from young thugs.

Juvenile homes are also settings for very serious internal offending, such as

frequent assaults by those in their early or mid-teens. Indeed, juvenile homes

must keep constant watch to keep the stronger boys aged 12 to 14 from raping

the weaker boys.

Some people believe that the real problem is incarceration itself, whether

in juvenile or adult facilities. One finds excellent ethical arguments against

excessive or premature punishment (see von Hirsch, 1987). But that does not

prove innocence of youth. To understand the impact of any incarceration in

practical terms, consider the standard lockup sequence:

1. A youth lives a risky lifestyle among dangerous people,

2. is incarcerated for a certain time, and

3. returns to the same risky lifestyle and dangerous people.

To people who hang out in libraries, the middle stage seems so hellish that

it could only have ruined a person stuck there. But a dangerous life before and

after is hellish, too—maybe more so.Again, it is difficult to defend the hypoth-

esis that a largely innocent youth was ruined by the system.

Some of the most severe offenders may look old but are really rather

young. A dangerous lifestyle, including prolonged substance abuse, takes its

toll on the body. Those aged 18 sometimes look 22; those 22 might look 28;

those 28 look 38; those 38 look 58. That helps to reinforce the misconception

that bad guys are relatively old. On the other hand, substance abuse can keep

people thin, sometimes masking bodily deterioration for a while.
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5. THE INGENUITY FALLACY

The false image of “the criminal” derived from the media also creates an inge-

nuity fallacy. To be good foils for the hero, criminals must be almost as crafty

and tough. Consider Professor Moriarty, the evil and ingenious criminal in an

epic struggle with Sherlock Holmes. It would hardly be fair to send the bril-

liant Holmes chasing after a drunken fool. Our ideas about classic criminals

also include the skilled cat burglar who can slip into a third-story room of

sleeping victims, quietly pocket valuables, then glide down the drainpipe with

nary a worry of excess gravity. Edwin Sutherland (1933) chronicled his inter-

views with Chick Conwell in The Professional Thief, by a Professional Thief.

This offender knew how to switch fake jewels for real ones right in front of the

jeweler, and had the skill to trick people out of their money. Pickpocketing and

safecracking were not problems for him.

However, most crime as we know it today needs no advanced skills.

Maurice Cusson (1993) of the University of Montreal writes about the

“de-skilling” of crime in recent decades. Technology has made modern safes

too difficult to crack, and most people avoid having that much cash anyway.

Crowds suitable for old-fashioned pocket picking decline in a suburban

society. Dermott Walsh (1994) has generalized this issue in what he calls the

“obsolescence of crime forms.” He lists 24 offenses that have become largely

obsolete, including bribery of voters, eavesdropping, and illegal abortion. The

other side of the coin is that modern life has produced many easy crimes

(Cohen & Felson, 1979; Felson & Cohen, 1980). Lightweight durables are

easy to steal, and more cars on the street have been simple to break into.

Houses empty during the day with valuable items easy to steal make it hardly

worth the trouble to crack a safe. Technology, such as the Internet and online

shopping, make theft of credit card numbers easier and more lucrative.

Chapter 3 discusses offender decisions further, and Chapter 10 explains how

preventive changes might add to the list of obsolete crimes.

Part of the ingenuity fallacy stems from the embarrassment of the victim.

It is difficult to admit how foolish you were in leaving yourself open to the

offender. That’s why you might be tempted to tell yourself, police, and anyone

who asks, “A professional criminal broke into my house.” People who hide

the jewels in the cookie jar or the money in the bathroom think that nobody

else ever thought of those hiding places. Remember that the burglar’s mother

also hides the jewels in the cookie jar. If you were looking for someone else’s

valuables, where would you look?
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One proof that most crimes are not ingenious is the tiny slice of time they

require. Many a theft is carried out in ten seconds or less. A burglary takes a

minute or two, sometimes as much as five, but sometimes an unlocked door

helps the burglar get in and out in half a minute. An open garage takes almost

no time to slip in, take a bicycle, and ride away. If the burglar enters a build-

ing, he still acts quickly to avoid detection, perhaps making a mess rummag-

ing through the victim’s belongings in search of loot. Robbery also is a quick

crime. If someone points a gun at you and asks, “Your money or your life?”

how long does it take you to decide? An offender can easily figure out how to

get others to comply with his wishes. That’s why most crimes involve so little

planning, plotting, or creativity (see Chapter 3).

6. THE ORGANIZED-CRIME FALLACY

Organization, drama, and crime families—these are the images of organized

crime and groups of criminals. These images might have applied in Sicily, but

criminal conspiracy seldom works that way in North America today. The

organized-crime fallacy is the tendency to attribute much greater organiza-

tion to crime conspiracies than they usually have.

Crime Conspiracy

The three basic principles of crime conspiracy are

1. Act quickly to escape detection and minimize danger from other

offenders.

2. Have direct contact with as few co-offenders as possible to avoid betrayal.

3. Work as little as possible to get a lot of money.

Given these principles, large groups and organizations make no sense at

all for most types of crime. This is not to deny that some organized crime

exists, and that some primordial organization eventually reaches more

advanced levels of organization (see Felson, 2009). But that is not the normal

process, even for criminal conspiracies.

Instead, most criminal conspiracies work like a chain letter. Perhaps Joe

grows marijuana and sells some to Mary. She distributes smaller packages
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among five others. They break packages down more for a few more people,

and so on (see Felson, 1998, Figure 3.7). Each of these packages is handed off

very quickly. This illegal network may involve many people, but few of them

know each other. If one is arrested, only one or two others might be incrimi-

nated. Peter Reuter (1998), an economic expert in illicit markets, shows that

drugs and gambling have much simpler organizations than their popular

image. Don’t forget how easy and quick it is to hand someone a package in

return for money, to take a bet, or to sell quick sex. There’s no point being a

criminal if you have to go to long meetings.

Juvenile Street Gangs

Juvenile gangs have a remarkable image as cohesive, ruthless, organized

groups of alienated youths who dominate local crime, do the nation’s drug traf-

ficking, provide a surrogate family, and kill anybody who quits, which has led

the public to misunderstand the more common dangers.

The leading expert on juvenile gangs, Professor Malcolm W. Klein,

started by studying gangs face to face (Klein, 1971). He expected to find

coherent groups of boys involved in exciting things. Instead, he found groups

with very loose structures: people fading in and out, and frequent disintegra-

tion. Most of the time, they were extremely boring. Klein described the street

gang as an onion, with each part peeling off to reveal another part, then

another, until you got to the core. The few core members were more active than

the others (i.e., they hung out regularly, doing next to nothing). Yet most

members were peripheral—there one day and not the next. Surprisingly,

Klein’s experience revealed that the very social workers who were supposed to

help boys get away from gangs were actually keeping the gangs cohesive.

Gangs with no social workers to help them fell apart even more often. Klein’s

(1995) landmark follow-up book, The American Street Gang: Its Nature,

Prevalence, and Control, punctures many preconceptions about gangs (see

also Klein, Maxson, & Cunningham, 1991). Klein and his associates were not

persuaded by the shows put on by the gangs, media, or police press releases.

For several reasons, juvenile street gangs are not all they are cracked up to

be (Felson, 2006). First, the word gang is overused to describe groups of high

school kids, motorcyclists, skinheads, drug dealers, and so on. Second, gangs

have nongang features—individuals have jobs, go to school, are friendly—and

spend more of their time hanging out than committing crime. Third, gangs are

often credited with crime committed by other youths, and their numbers are
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often inflated. To be sure, juveniles associated with gangs are involved in

substantial amounts of crime (Rosenfeld, Bray, & Egley, 1999), and crime may

be part of their identity (Tittle & Paternoster, 2000), but most of their crime is

petty and very local. In his police problem-solving guide on young offender gun

violence, Anthony Braga (2003) concludes, “Even in neighborhoods suffering

from high rates of youth gun violence, most youth are not in gangs” (p. 5). He

cites researchers in Boston and Minneapolis who have found that gang

members represented less than 1% of all youths and less than 3.5% of residents

between the ages of 14 and 24, respectively (Braga, 2003). Fourth, different

gangs use the same name to create the perception of a larger organization—

Bloods and Crips of Los Angeles, California, and Omaha, Nebraska. Finally,

gangs are unstable, and often do not survive as a continuous group over time.

Just as other teenagers join and leave cliques, so do juvenile gang members.

So, let us describe a typical street gang, the Undependables. Membership

is volatile, even within its core. It is loosely linked to a neighborhood and has

even looser links to nearby gangs, also called the Undependables. There may

be the Bay Street Undependables and the Madison Park Undependables, who

seldom talk and may even fight each other. There may also be Wannabes, boys

who imitate the gang or would like to join it.

The Undependables have an extra presence in local crime, but a majority

of such crime is done by youths who are not “members.” When a small group

of Undependables steals something, they do not share it with the group but

keep it for themselves. Nor can they be depended on to keep crime within the

group. For example, two members may well get together with two not in the

gang to break into a house. Although some members may play a role in sell-

ing illegal drugs, the gang as a whole is not organized to sell drugs,2 despite

its reputation for doing that. A juvenile gang may do evil, but it seldom does

cohesive evil. Indeed, one of the fascinating features of crime is that so much

harm can be done with so little togetherness.

Maybe it’s too hard to accept the idea that a few youths can do so much

harm. It is easier to attribute their actions to evil gangs or to organized crime,

drawing juveniles into their grandiose purposes.

7. THE AGENDA FALLACY

The agenda fallacy refers to the fact that many people have an agenda and

hope you will assist them. They want you to take advice, vote a certain way, or
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join their religious group. They may be totally sincere, but still they have plans

for you. Their promise, usually bogus, is that their agenda will greatly reduce

crime in society.

Moral Agendas

Many people believe that declining morality is the cause of crime. Hunt

(1999) uses the phrase “the purity wars,” and other criminologists have referred

to “moral panics” as interpretations of crime and other social problems. The

basic moral sequence is supposed to be as follows:

1. Teach and preach morality to people.

2. They then do what’s right in practice.

3. That prevents crime.

If this sequence were correct, more teaching and preaching would prevent

crime.A moral agenda would then be justified.Almost everyone has been taught

morality, but many still commit crime. Hypocrisy is too powerful in human

nature. People can easily talk about good without doing it. They can even believe

in good without putting their pristine beliefs into clean action (Hirschi & Stark,

1969). As Dennis Wrong (1961) explained in a classic article, norms (moral

standards) do not guarantee moral behavior. Nor does immoral behavior prove a

lack of moral training. For example, the high murder rate in the United States

does not prove that Americans believe in murder or that they are trained to com-

mit murder. If that were the case, why do U.S. laws set such high levels of pun-

ishment for murder? Why would U.S. public opinion show such outrage at

murderers and other serious criminals? And why would U.S. nonlethal violence

rates be lower than those of so many industrial countries?

Consider a parallel question: Why do people become overweight? They

don’t want to be fat. They aren’t trained to be fat. They don’t need to be

preached at. It would help if they did not live in a nation where food is rich and

its prices cheap, and daily work burns few calories. The point is simple: People

don’t always follow their own rules.

This is not arguing against trying to instill morality. It’s good to teach

right from wrong, but you cannot really expect other people to do what you
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tell them when you aren’t watching. On the other hand, morals do play a role

in society. Each of us knows the rules and that someone might turn us in for

breaking them. Morals give Joe a license to watch Peter, and Peter a license

to watch Joe.

Religious Agendas

Many religious groups feel that conversion to their faith or values will pre-

vent crime and that failure to follow will lead to more crime. Yet some of the

most religious regions of the United States have very high crime rates, and the

greater U.S. religious observance (compared to Europe) has not given us lower

homicide rates. Hartshorne and May (1928–1930) found that young people in

religious schools were just as likely to lie and cheat as those in public schools.

Yet some studies find correlations between religious activity and avoid-

ance of crime. We think these correlations can be explained by the demands of

sitting quietly in a church or synagogue, or listening to a sermon. Those most

inclined to break laws have trouble sitting, so they stop going to church or

never even start. Later, the researcher comes along and finds this correlation

between churchgoing and offending, concluding, erroneously, that religion

must have reduced crime among those who still go to church. Churchgoing

and crime avoidance correlate for an entirely nonreligious reason: the presence

of greater self-control (see Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990).

But let’s give religious institutions credit. They often do a better job of

supervising people. A close watch on the flock keeps it from straying.

Church schools tend to be smaller than public high schools, giving them

more effective supervision of youths. They also kick out anybody who

behaves too poorly. Smaller church groups can keep close tabs on their flock

and thereby remove crime opportunities. Religious groups with quite incom-

patible beliefs might get somewhere in crime prevention by supervising

young people closely. But they have the same problem as everybody else:

Turn their heads and their young flock strays; and even the older flock needs

some supervision.

Social and Political Agendas

A wide array of political and social agendas has been linked to crime

prevention. If you are concerned about sexual morality, tell people that
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sexual misbehavior leads to crime. If you are a feminist, proclaim that rape

is produced by antifeminism. If you dislike pornography, link it to sexual

or other crimes. If the entertainment media offend your sensibilities, blame

them for crime and demand censorship as a crime prevention method. If

you are in favor of a minimum wage as part of your agenda, then why not

argue that it will prevent crime? Right-wing, left-wing, or whatever your

agenda, if there is something you oppose, blame that for crime; if there is

something you favor, link that to crime prevention. If there is some group

you despise, blame them and protect others; this is what Richard and

Steven Felson (1993; also R. Felson, 2001) call “blame analysis.” Joel Best

(1999) goes so far as to write about “the victim industry,” publicizing its

sufferings in order to make claims on society. These are political tactics,

not the way to study crime. Many crime reduction claims are far-fetched,

even if the proposals are sometimes good.

Welfare-State Agenda

It’s usually a mistake to assume that crime is part of a larger set of social

evils, such as unemployment, poverty, social injustice, or human suffering.

Consider the welfare state and crime. Some people hate the welfare state and

blame it for crime. Others like the welfare state, promising that more social

programs will reduce crime. We maintain that crime variations in industrial

nations have nothing to do with the welfare state.

It is interesting to see partisans on this issue pick out their favorite indi-

cators, samples of nations, and periods of history in trying to substantiate their

assertions that rising poverty or inequality produce crime.Yet most crime rates

went down during the Great Depression. We see all the economic indicators

rising with crime from 1963 to 1975 (see Cohen & Felson, 1979; Felson &

Cohen, 1981). We see the same indicators changing inversely to crime in the

past few years in the United States.

Evidence of the mistaken welfare-crime linkage is evident by looking at

the crime rate changes since World War II. Improved welfare and economic

changes, especially for the 1960s and 1970s, correlated with more crime!

Also, Sweden’s crime rates increased 5-fold and robberies 20-fold during the

very years (1950 to 1980) when its Social Democratic government was imple-

menting more and more programs to enhance equality and protect the poor
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(see Dolmen, 1990; Smith, 1995; Wikstrom, 1985). Other “welfare states” in

Europe (such as the Netherlands) experienced at least as vast increases in

crime as the United States, whose poverty is more evident and whose social

welfare policies are stingier. Clearly, something was happening in all indus-

trial societies leading to a wave of crime that only recently has leveled off or

been reversed.

America’s welfare stinginess relative to Europe is often used to explain

allegedly higher levels of crime and violence in the United States. It is hard

to make international comparisons, when laws and police collection methods

differ. But we now have a way to solve the problem. In a major scientific coup,

Patricia Mayhew of the British Home Office and Professor Jan Van Dijk of the

University of Leiden in the Netherlands negotiated throughout the world to get

a single crime victimization survey translated and administered in many dif-

ferent nations. Results of that work are now showing that the United States

does not have higher crime victimization rates than other developed countries.

Nor is violence higher in the United States! In fact, the 2005 victim surveys in

15 industrialized countries (van Dijk, van Kesteren, & Smit, 2008) found this

rank order in overall victimization:
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1. Ireland

2. England and Wales

3. New Zealand

4. Iceland

5. Northern Ireland

6. Estonia

7. Netherlands

8. Denmark

9. Mexico

10. Switzerland

11. Belgium

12. United States

13. Canada

14. Australia

15. Sweden

Note in these cross-sectional data that the more generous welfare states of

Europe, especially in Northern Europe, often have higher victimization rates

than the United States. Additional data (van Dijk et al., 2008) on robbery, sex-

ual assault, and assault with force show the United States having relatively

modest rates of violence. The view that the United States is the violence



capital is further undermined by research showing that school bullying is vir-

tually a universal problem among nations (Smith et al., 1999). British police

may carry no guns, but big British kids still beat up little ones (Phillips, 1991;

Pitts & Smith, 1995; Smith & Sharp, 1994; Tatum, 1993).

Nonetheless, the United States has much higher homicide rates than any

developed country of the world. How can we be moderate in general violence

but very high in lethal violence? The presence of guns in the United States

makes the difference (e.g., see Sloan et al., 1988; Zimring, 2001; Zimring &

Hawkins, 1999). Americans are not more violent than Europeans; we just do a

better job of finishing people off.

This is not an argument against fighting poverty or unemployment.

Rather, it is an attempt to detach criminology from a knee-jerk link to other

social problems. Crime seems to march to its own drummer, largely ignoring

social injustice, inequality, government social policy, welfare systems, poverty,

unemployment, and the like. To the extent that crime rates respond at all to

these phenomena, they may actually increase with prosperity because there is

more to steal. In any case, crime does not simply flow from other ills. As

Shakespeare writes,

The web of our life is of a mingled yarn,

good and ill together.

—All’s Well That Ends Well, Act IV, Scene 3

Crime has become a moral, religious, and political football to be kicked

around by people with agendas. If you want to learn about crime, you do not

have to give up your commitments, but keep them in their proper place. Learn

everything you can about crime for learning’s sake, not for such ulterior

motives as gaining moral leadership, political power, or religious converts. If

your political and religious ideas are worthwhile, they should stand on their

own merits.

8. THE VAGUE-BOUNDARY FALLACY

Some criminologists believe that crime has no universal definition. They see

crime as subjective, with society and its justice system “manufacturing”
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crime by changing the definition. Their intellectual lawlessness makes a mess

of our field by

• Giving it no boundaries and keeping it vague

• Requiring a different criminology for each legal system

• Letting criminology students get an easy A, no matter what they write

The vague-boundary fallacy refers to the tendency to make criminology too

subjective. It allows students and instructors to wriggle out of responsibility,

and keeps crime science from developing.

A Clear Definition of Crime

Despite variations in laws and their application, we can define crime

clearly and coherently for broad historical purposes:

A crime is an identifiable behavior

that an appreciable number of governments

has specifically prohibited

and formally punished (Felson, 2006, p. 35).

Thus, a criminal behavior defined in broad historical terms is not necessar-

ily a statutory crime in all nations or all eras. This allows you to say, “Licensed

prostitution is not criminalized in my country today, but is still on the historical

list of crimes that applies to us all.” Biologists will understand this well, agree-

ing that hedgehogs are animals, even though many countries don’t have them.

For practical purposes, we may place any behavior on the crime list if it

has been banned by at least 10 societies at any time in history, and at least

50 persons have been punished for that behavior in each of those societies.

Although we might not agree about what behaviors should be criminalized, we

can still agree that any given behavior has been treated criminally in enough

places to be defined as a crime. On the other hand, behaviors that are seldom

banned or almost never enforced are not included as crimes, even if they are

written on the books somewhere. Thus, we can include variations among

nations and historical periods and still have a clear definition of crime.
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How Much Crime Is There?

Even with a clear definition of crime, we still have problems counting it

up in the real world. In some cases, only the offender knows what he or she

did. With other crimes, a victim knows but won’t tell anybody. In still other

cases, there seems to be no victim at all. Government officials and researchers

have devised two main ways to measure crime. Thus, to be a student of crime,

you must know the limitations in truly measuring crime.

The primary way crime is measured in the United States is through the

Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program, which began in 1930 and is con-

ducted by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). The purpose of the UCR

Program is to produce reliable, if not entirely accurate, information about

crime reported to or discovered by law enforcement for the entire United

States (FBI, 2008b). Because each state has slightly different criminal laws

that change, the UCR Program provides national standards for the uniform

classification of crimes and arrests (for further details, visit the FBI’s Web site

at http://www.fbi.gov/ucr). Notably, the UCR crime definitions are distinct and

do not conform to federal or state laws, nor do they hold any legal standing.

The program is voluntary, but more than 17,000 city, university and college,

county, state, tribal, and federal law enforcement agencies provide information

(FBI, 2008b).

Most crime statistics reported in the media are based on UCR data, which

represent only a subset of crime that has actually occurred. The data consist of

only those crimes reported to or found by the police for eight different types

(Part I crimes)—murder, rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny-

theft, motor vehicle theft, and arson—and arrests for all crimes. The FBI is

even less strict in compiling information on Part II crimes, which comprise a

vast variety of offenses, including simple assaults, drug crimes, alcohol

offenses, miscellaneous sex crimes, running away from home, drunk driving,

public drunkenness, disorderly conduct, and so on. Only the arrests that occur

as a result of these crimes are counted.

The National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) measures crime in a

different way, by asking individuals about victimization. It was developed in

1973 by researchers to measure victimization not captured by the UCR

Program. Every 6 months, it samples about 100,000 U.S. residents who are

more than 12 years old and asks them about their experiences with crime and

victimization (BJS, 2009). The survey covers many of the same types of
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crimes as the UCR Program, but importantly, it asks about those that were

never reported to police. From the NCVS, you will learn that violent crime is

reported to police about 40% to 50% of the time and that property crime

is reported about 30% to 40% of the time (BJS, 2009). However, the NCVS is

not a perfect system either, as it asks only a small proportion of the population,

does not track murder, and relies on citizens to recall their experiences and

define the crimes themselves.

So, either method of crime measurement is problematic when trying to

establish the true picture of crime. However, the UCR Program and the NCVS

do attempt to consistently measure crime and victimization, which allows us

to make comparisons across geographic areas and time, with some caution.

In recent years, other sources of crime data are giving us much more infor-

mation. Businesses are getting better about reporting their losses to theft.

Emergency room and other health data tell us more about violence. Interviews

with youths tell us a good deal about their offending. In addition, data are

improving vastly in other nations. The greatest crime improvements in North

America are found in western Canada, where the Royal Canadian Mounted

Police and Simon Fraser University have teamed up to organize police data on

offenders and their crimes. Despite their good efforts, you should not take offi-

cial reports as the “full truth” about the amount of crime in society.

But don’t get too confused. We know a lot about measurement error,

including systematic errors in measuring crime. There is simply no justifica-

tion for continuing to treat the study of crime as a vague topic.

9. THE RANDOM CRIME FALLACY

Some people think that crime is likely to happen anywhere, anytime, and to

anyone, and that it’s a matter of time before you will be a victim, and a mat-

ter of luck when you are not. This random crime fallacy is pernicious because

it eliminates personal responsibility and implies that crime cannot be pre-

vented. Our purpose here is to show the opposite, that crime is both pre-

dictable and preventable. Crime is not just a random misfortune; it has

patterns in time and place.

A wealth of research has found that crime indeed clusters in space and

time. People and places that have been victimized in the past have a higher

likelihood of being victimized again than do people and places that have never
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been victimized (Farrell & Pease, 1993). In fact, the best predictor for victim-

ization is if the person or place has been victimized in the past (Weisel, 2005).

Certain groups of people are disproportionately victims of crime—young

people, men of all ages, minorities, and people either divorced or separated

(BJS, 2009). Certain crimes cluster at particular times. For example, bar fights

tend to happen at the end of the night (Scott & Dedel, 2006), residential bur-

glaries during the day (Weisel, 2002), and convenience store robberies at night

(Altizio & York, 2007). Finally, crime clusters geographically, with a large

amount of crime concentrated within a relatively few addresses (Sherman,

Gartin, & Buerger, 1989; Weisburd, 2005). Our lives are not random, so why

should crime be so? Indeed, our patterned behavior creates opportunities for

crime. Ridding yourself of the notion that crime is random is the first step in

understanding how crime clusters. As you proceed, you will understand more

and more about crime’s clustering.

CONCLUSION

So many misconceptions have crept into your thinking about crime that you

must work to purge them. Statistics are thrown at you that don’t paint the entire

crime picture. The media keep coming back at you with dramatic examples

that miss the point. The police and courts are important, but unrepresentative.

Defense mechanisms are strong for denying one’s own crime potential. Young

faces continue to look kind and innocent. Victims remain in denial about how

easily they were outsmarted. Distorted images of crime organization and gangs

recur. Ignorant observers link crime to one pestilence after another, or fear the

most impractical occurrences. Those with axes to grind keep promising that

their agendas will stop crime. If you can push aside all of these distractions,

you are ready to break down crime into its most basic elements.

1. The Dramatic Fallacy: The media distort crime for their own purposes, creating
many of our erroneous conceptions about crime.

2. The Cops-and-Courts Fallacy: The importance and influence of police and
courts as proactive controls over crime are overstated.

MAIN POINTS
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3. The Not-Me Fallacy: Crime is committed by everyone, and the “criminal” is
not much different from us.

4. The Innocent-Youth Fallacy: Children are not the innocent bystanders to
crime, but are overrepresented as offenders.

5. The Ingenuity Fallacy: Most crime is simple and most criminals are unskilled.

6. The Organized-Crime Fallacy: Criminal conspiracies and, specifically, juvenile
gangs are attributed much greater organization and sophistication than they
actually have.

7. The Agenda Fallacy: Crime is used haphazardly by a variety of people with
moral, religious, social, and political agendas to support their causes.

8. The Vague-Boundary Fallacy: Crime can and should be defined so it can be
studied across cultures and history while not becoming bogged down by opin-
ion, different laws, and peculiarities.

9. The Random Crime Fallacy: Crime is not random but occurs in patterned ways
that coincide with our routine behavior and everyday lives.

Interview project. Interview anyone who works in private security or retail trade.
Find out what offenses are common and how they are carried out.

Media project. Take notes of three different nightly news programs. What crimes
or crime statistics do they cover and how? What crimes do they fail to cover?
How are the crime statistics represented?

Map project. Find an interactive crime mapping program of a city or police
department and create a map of robberies or burglaries for 1 year. Note how they
cluster. (For a list of interactive crime mapping programs, go to http://www.ojp
.usdoj.gov/nij/maps/links.htm. For extra guidance in creating maps, see works by
Boba, 2008; Chainey & Ratcliffe, 2005; Harries, 1999.)

Photo project. Take five plain photographs indicating that a crime might have
been committed. Discuss.

Web project. Find some of the sources mentioned in this chapter, or their updates,
via the Internet. Look at a table relevant to this chapter and describe it. You might
find theWeb page designed by the first author [MF] (crimeprevention.rutgers.edu)
useful to you. Note in the appendix the list of important Web sites on crime and
crime prevention.

PROJECTS AND CHALLENGES
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NOTES

1. One author’s [MF] brother, Ed, is a criminal lawyer who often handles juve-
nile cases. He said once, “I look at some of my young clients and tell myself, ‘That’s
a kid.’ Then I say to myself, ‘That’s also a criminal.’” Perhaps none of us can easily
resolve this.

2. Drug gangs also exist, but we prefer to think of these as crime organizations in
some sense. The word gang begins to lose its utility when stretched to cover too much.
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