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FOREWARD

The United States is currently witnessing an unprecedented level of violent crime.
Not only do the rates of criminal violence exceed anything in our history, but the
acts have become more random, more brutal, and targeted toward more vulnera-
ble victims, for example, children and innocent bystanders.

Unfortunately, experts predict another crime wave by the year 2000 because of
a projected increase in the number of teenagers in America, who are twice as vio-
lent as adults. The next generation of children is also more likely to be born to a
single mother, to experience poverty, and to be unemployed than previous genera-
tions—all factors known to relate to later criminality. When James Q. Wilson, a
foremost authority on crime, wrote recently about what advice he would give to
Americans struggling with the crime problem, he offered just two words: “Get
ready.”!

It is this sense of urgency that creates a daunting challenge for today’s crimi-
nology students. Students must, above all, learn criminology so that they can con-
tribute to it’s solutions. In short, criminology students must seek to become relevant.
We have become too detached from applied criminology, and as a result, current
crime policies are overly bureaucratic and highly political. We must strive to
change the perception that “criminologists. ..are insular and detached types who
fiddle with equations while the cities burn.”2

Criminology is the only academic discipline devoted exclusively to the scien-
tific study of crime causation and control. When the public pressures government
officials to “do something” about the crime problem, surely criminologists have an
obligation to assist in identifying key issues, proposing policy and program solu-
tions, and evaluating the consequences.

But learning criminology is not easy. In fact, it is hard to imagine a more diffi-
cult subject matter than criminology. At its core, criminology requires an under-
standing of the vagaries of human behavior, with an appreciation of their
biological, cultural, and sociological foundations. Each of these contributes a par-
tial explanation for crime, but none is comprehensive and all are fraught with con-
troversy. Understanding crime is made even more complex because the behavior is
defined and controlled by a justice system comprised of many diverse organiza-



tions, such as the police and corrections, and each of them is governed by a sepa-
rate system of complex laws and philosophies. How is one to make sense of all
these competing theories and contradictory data?

Thank goodness for Frank Schmalleger’s new book, Criminology Today! In
writing it, he has done most of the hard work for us. He succeeds in making this
complex social problem clearly understandable. He begins by describing, in an
easy-to-understand manner, the nature and diversity of the crime problem today.
He critically reviews the nation’s divergent crime indicators, and suggests what
recent patterns portend about the crime problem—ever changing, ever more
threatening. He then advances our understanding of the causes of crime by syn-
thesizing criminology’s most salient theories, grounding his review in current as
well as historical traditions. Students can flounder in crime data and theory with-
out a good and objective guide. Dr. Schmalleger serves as an authoritative and
compassionate guide.

The uniqueness of this book and its biggest strength, derives from Schmal-
leger’s orientation: it is always practical and socially relevant. He teaches the stu-
dent how to relate criminology facts and theories to the everyday world in which
we live. Discussions of the death penalty, for example, are illustrated with newspa-
per stories of recent executions. And the material covered in the text is particularly
up-to-date. Events such as the use of DNA evidence in the O.J. Simpson murder
trial, the recent federal Crime Bill, and the Oklahoma City bombing, are all dis-
cussed. Including such material not only makes the connection between academic
criminology and real-world practice patently obvious, it provides an immediate
attention getter for students, who are more likely to become fully engaged by such
timely material. In a sense, it makes criminology come alive.

This book synthesizes and interprets the best available evidence on crime and
crime control, but it goes still further. In his final chapter, Schmalleger encourages
us to consider our future and work towards promoting better crime prevention
and control practices. In the end, mastering the material in Criminology Today
should enable us to do much more than simply sit passively and “get ready” for the
next crime wave. For what we understand, we can often change. Schmalleger’s text
provides an excellent road map for increasing that understanding.

Joan Petersilia, Ph.D.

Professor of Criminology, Law & Society
University of California, Irvine

and former President

The American Society of Criminology

1. James Q. Wilson and Joan Petersilia, Crime, Institute for Contemporary Stud-
ies, San Francisco, 1995.

2. Currie, Elliott, “Shifting the Balance: On Social Action and the Future of

Criminological Research,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency,
Vol. 30, no. 4, 1993.
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PREFACE

More than a quarter century ago the great criminologist Austin Turk, began the
preface to his book Criminality and Legal Order with these words:!

Embarrassment provided much of the initial push that led to the writing of this book. Iwas
embarrassed at my lack of good answers when confronted by students who wondered,
somewhat irreverently, why criminology is ‘such a confused mish-mash.’... Some of these
students were especially bothered by the ‘unreality’ of criminological studies, by which they
meant the lack of sustained attention to connections between the theories and statistics
about crime, and what they heard every day about relations among social conflicts, political

maneuvers, and law violation and enforcement.

Much has changed since Turk’s time, yet much remains the same. Far more
criminological studies have been proposed and conducted. The Law Enforcement
Assistance Administration, funded under President Johnson, which made many
millions of dollars available in the fight against crime, has come and gone. The
Clinton administration’s $30 billion crime bill has become reality, with agencies
everywhere scrambling for a part of the financial pie it represents.

Yet crime is still with us, and while crime statistics may actually be showing
some decline (although not necessarily because of the Violent Crime Control and
Law Enforcement Act of 1994, since such decline was evident before the bill’s pas-
sage), fear of crime continues to run high among wide segments of the American
population. Recent public opinion polls conducted by USA Today, CNN, and Gal-
lup interviewers all show that crime outranks the economy, health care, foreign
policy, and other social issues as the primary concern of the American public
today.

Such heightening of concern, while new to many of today’s students, appears
to follow something of a cyclical pattern. For a long while concerns over individ-

1. Austin Turk, Criminality and Legal Order (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1969), p.
vii.



ual rights have swung the proverbial social and legislative pendulums in ?vhat }}as
now come to be seen by many as an overly permissive direction—one in which
criminal offenders are coddled and shielded from accountability. Contemporary
policy-makers now find themselves awash in calls to reverse the pendulums’ direc-
tion in order to protect the law-abiding public, to ensure the swift and certain
punishment of criminal predators, to unshackle agents of law enforcement, and to
make certain that individual offenders are held firmly responsible for their actions.
Because of the ever-increasing interest in crime and its causation, today’s text-
book market is flooded with introductory criminology books. What makes Crimi-
nology Today different from all the other available texts which deal with the same
subject matter? The following list highlights what I see as the important differences:

* Criminology Today is up-to-date. It addresses the latest social issues and dis-
cusses innovative criminological perspectives within a well-grounded and tra-
ditional theoretical framework

Criminology Today is socially relevant. It contrasts contemporary issues of

crime and social order with existing and proposed crime-control policies.

* Criminology Today is interesting and easy to read. It is written for today’s stu-

dent, and makes use of attention-getting stories, news briefs, images, and

graphical outlines to capture student attention.

Criminology Today is policy oriented. Unlike most existing texts, Criminology

Today stresses the consequences of criminological thought for social policy,

and describes the practical issues associated with understanding and control-

ling crime. Social policies focusing upon prevention, treatment, rehabilita-
tion, and victim restoration are all discussed.

* Finally, Criminology Today is thematic. It builds upon the divergence between
the social problems viewpoint and the social responsibility perspective. In so
doing, it highlights the central issue facing criminologists today: whether
crime should be addressed as a matter of individual responsibility and
accountability, or treated as a symptom of a dysfunctional society.

The thematic approach of Criminology Today presents the social problem per-
spective as one which holds that crime is a manifestation of underlying cultural
issues such as poverty, discrimination, and the breakdown of traditional social
institutions. The social responsibility perspective, on the other hand, claims that
individuals are fundamentally responsible for their own behavior, and maintains
that they choose crime over other, more law-abiding, courses of action. The the-
matic difference is an important one. Few of today’s books provide students with
a useful framework for integrating the voluminous material contained within the
field. Contrasting the two perspectives, as this book does, provides fertile ground
for a dialectical process whereby readers can better understand the central issues
defining contemporary criminology and come to their own conclusions about the
value of criminological theorizing.

As an author I have tried to ensure that today’s students will find Criminology
Today relevant, interesting, and informative. It is my fondest hope that this book
will assist them in drawing their own conclusions about the American crime prob-
lem, that it will help prepare them for the future, and that it will allow them to
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make informed decisions about public policy in the crime-control area. For one
day it is they who will forge public policy, and it is they who will soon be writing
books like this one.

Frank Schmalleger, Ph. D., Director
The Justice Research Association
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