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Preface

s with the first two editions of Criminol-
A ogy: A Contemporary Handbook, this revision
serves as a means to transmit many criminolo-
gists’ thoughts about their specialties in a rela-
tively consistent style and format. The chapters
represent the authors’ ideas about the current
state of the research and theory in their respec-
tive areas of expertise. The reader receives more
than a summary from each. There are ideas in
these chapters that no one author of a text could
have provided. The present revision contains
five new chapters as well as updated versions of
the remaining chapters in the second edition.

I asked the authors to write within a general
tramework and to recognize space limitations.
Beyond that, the chapters were theirs; each au-
thor was the arbiter of substance. The level of
cooperation from, and the extent of consulta-
tion with, the authors exceeded every expecta-
tion. Each recognized the need for restraint and
direction. Criminology: A Contemporary Hand-
book thus became a structured team effort that
allowed team members to display their consid-
erable individual talents.

Working with the authors has again taught
me much about the present state of my disci-
pline, criminology. It is important that profes-
sionals occasionally go back to school, and the
authors have taken me there. In terms of a
framework around which to structure the chap-
ters, I asked the authors to step outside per-
ceived academic concerns of their disciplines
and to put themselves in the students’ place.
Most students enter criminology courses with
very serious concerns about crime and its effect
on their welfare in society. They believe they
have a stake in discussions of crime by virtue of

their images, fears, experiences, perceived risks,
outrage, and advocated policies regarding it.
Given this, Criminology: A Contemporary Hand-
book employs as its theme the notion that crime
must be understood as a “social problem.” So-
cial conditions become social problems when
they are defined as such by significant numbers
of people. The perception may not be accurate,
but the concern it generates is real. The social
construction of perceptions and fears—the
sources of ideas about crime and its causes, the
likelihood of victimization—is itself a complex
problem for study. Equally complex is how peo-
ple respond to perceptions and fears. Whether
at the personal or governmental level, anticrime
policies carry potentially costly consequences.
The decision to place bars on one’s window
makes entrance more difficult, but exit becomes
harder as well. More prisons house more of-
fenders but also divert funds from other impor-
tant social causes. In this sense, the accuracy of
the perceptions that inform such decisions obvi-
ously becomes important. The authors were
asked to address this problem—to link their
themes to the larger issue of challenging readers’
ideas about crime and to convey to them the
complexity and, more often than not, the futil-
ity of many crime control efforts. This frame-
work links the twenty-three chapters that con-
stitute Criminology: A Contemporary Handbook.
Part One includes two chapters meant to
encourage readers to think about crime in terms
other than “good guy—bad guy” Chapter One
reviews the content and sources of public no-
tions of contemporary crime and punishment.
Chapter Two examines the role of major interest
groups in determining who and what come to

Xix
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be labeled criminal in this society and in shaping
the content of our perceptions of crime as a so-
cial problem.

Part Two explores various dimensions of
criminal activity, including a critical look in
Chapter Three at the statistics we use to gain a
sense of crime in America. Chapters Four and
Five offer detailed analyses of four correlates of
criminal activity: gender, age, race, and class.
Chapter Six profiles victims of crime.

Part Three explores five types of crime,
some of which the public knows well, others of
which the public is relatively ignorant. Chapters
Seven and Eight examine violent crime and
property crime, respectively, and challenge
readers’ stereotypes of these most feared of-
fenses. Chapter Nine covers vice crime—about
which readers will be surprised how little they
know. Chapter Ten, on organized crime, and
Chapter Eleven, on white collar crime, both are
designed to turn readers’ attention away from
street crime and toward other costly criminal
endeavors more intimately intertwined with
conventional business pursuits.

Part Four addresses a more traditional crim-
inological concern: explaining criminal behav-
ior. Chapter Twelve explores potential biologi-
cal links to offense behavior. Chapters Thirteen
and Fourteen offer fresh looks at old causal
themes—strain and subcultural theories and
control and deterrence theories.

The final two parts of the book deal with
crime control. Part Five studies the criminal
justice system. The institution of policing is de-
scribed in terms of its bare essentials in Chapter
Fifteen, and the prosecution and sentencing el-
ements of the court system are addressed in
Chapter Sixteen. Correction within and with-
out prison walls is investigated in Chapters Sev-
enteen and Eighteen. And in Part Six, Chapters
Nineteen through Twenty-three examine five

contemporary, and highly controversial, crime
control issues: drugs and crime, gangs and
crime, gun control, incapacitating career of-
fenders, and capital punishment.

The theme and format of Criminology: A
Contemporary Handbook notwithstanding, the
book is both comprehensive and flexible. No
two instructors design their courses in precisely
the same manner. Hence, I have tried to give
users of this text many options. If instructors so
choose, they can work through the several self-
contained sections of the book in order. Or,
given the number and diversity of chapters, in-
structors easily can adapt them to nearly any
course outline. Discussion questions appearing
at the end of each chapter are designed to take
readers back through the important points of
the chapter.
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