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Chapter 2

looking Back: Crime Control  
over the last 40 Years

technological and scientific advancements in the fields of communication, medicine, transportation, 
and even entertainment have improved the quality of life for millions of Americans during the first de-
cade of the twenty-first century. Yet, despite the application of scientific research methodologies and new 
technologies in many public policy areas, criminal justice policy in the United States is too often rooted 
in decades-old notions of crime and punishment, shaped by political rhetoric and public misconceptions 
regarding the true nature of crime, especially as it relates to mental illness. Accordingly, criminal justice 
policies in the United States are largely reactionary, geared to combat crime after the fact, as opposed to 
mitigating the myriad causal factors that contribute to criminal activity. As noted by Marion and Oliver 
(2006), the reactive approach has resulted in the legislation of stricter laws, an exponential increase in 
prison construction, longer sentences for lesser crimes, and an emphasis on punishment over rehabilita-
tion, despite the fact that research does not support the efficacy of such policies.

Rehabilitation Versus Retribution
Beginning in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, society entered into a period of enlight-
enment regarding the treatment of criminal offenders. No longer was punishment of the offender the 
singular objective of the legal system in the United States. Instead, officials in the field of corrections, and 
more importantly, officials in the legal realm became increasingly concerned with treating the causes of 
criminal behavior, be they socio-economic in nature, or the result of mental illness.

The beginnings of this rehabilitative movement occurred in 1870 with the National Congress on Peni-
tentiary and Reformatory Discipline, which stated that “the supreme aim of prison discipline is the 
reformation of criminals … and the conception of punishment as a defence [sic] to crime has gone 
into bankruptcy: it neither defends nor deters” (Alshuler, 2003, p. 4). Decision-making in the legal 
system was now concerned with the long-term benefit to society, as opposed to the short-term benefits 
of incarceration. To be sure, society benefits when offenders are incarcerated, as offenders can’t commit 
additional crimes while serving a sentence. This reprieve, however, is limited by the simple fact that the 
vast majority of criminal offenders will be released back into the community, often under the mantle of 
parole or probation supervision. If the causal factors of the offenders’ criminality are not addressed, the 
likelihood of reoffending is high. Therefore, in order for society to achieve a truly long-term benefit from 
the criminal justice system, the needs of offenders must be identified and treated correctly, especially for 
those who are mentally ill.



f r o m  C h a o s  t o  C o m p l i a N C e

6

Time of Change: Getting “Tough on Crime” in the 1970s
The rehabilitative approach to crime control continued throughout the twentieth century, until the 1970s, 
when a more punitive approach was resurrected following the election of President Nixon in 1968. As 
a telling precursor of the direction in which the criminal justice system would turn, Nixon, while cam-
paigning for president that year, stated that doubling the conviction rate would do more to control crime 
than quadrupling federal funding for public programming (Perlstein, 2008). This punishment-oriented 
approach to crime control is illustrated most clearly by the nation’s 40-year long “war on drugs,” a phrase 
coined by President Nixon in 1971, when he declared that drugs were “public enemy number one.” 
Subsequent to this presidential declaration, more punitive legislation was enacted at both the state and 
federal level, law enforcement agencies were expanded, and the nation’s jails and prisons were quickly 
filled with non-violent, low-level drug offenders, many of whom were suffering from mental illness.

To meet the demands of this “tough on crime” mandate, there was a significant increase in the number 
of sworn police officers hired, the introduction of mandatory sentencing guidelines, and an explosion in 
prison construction across the nation. In fact, more than 40 percent of state prisons in operation today 
were opened between 1979 and 2004 (Daniels, 2004).

The result of these efforts has been an exponential increase in the number of incarcerated individuals 
in this country, with little evidence of a corresponding decrease in criminal activity as a result of more 
stringent law enforcement and more punitive sentencing guidelines. Indeed, since the early 1990s overall 
crime rates have stabilized, and don’t continue to decline despite a continued increase in incarceration 
(Austin & Fabelo, 2004).

Although this strict law and order approach to crime control has proven to be politically popular, it fails 
to take into consideration how socio-economic factors and untreated substance abuse and mental health 
issues play so obvious a role in criminal activity. Government officials however, continue to devote pre-
cious resources to prison construction and the expansion of federal, state, and local law enforcement 
agencies, with little noticeable effect on crime rates and recidivism.

Rehabilitative Programming in Prisons Reduced
The confluence of the more retributive approach toward crime control ushered in with the Nixon ad-
ministration occurred at a time when the American justice system was undergoing a reformation of its 
sentencing laws with more determinate sentencing guidelines being enacted. Legislators focused their 
attention on the construction of correctional facilities needed to house the growing numbers of people 
sentenced to increasingly lengthy periods of incarceration. Additionally, throughout the 1970s, victim 
advocates were also calling for stiffer sentences for criminal offenders, with the assumption that lengthier 
prison sentences equated to justice being served to the offender and for the victim.

Lost amid the cries for retribution was concern for those offenders suffering from mental illness. The 
nation’s prisons filled with non-violent offenders whose criminality was related more to their untreated 
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substance abuse and mental illness than to any purely criminal disposition. Precious funding for rehabili-
tative programming within the prison system and for related social service and treatment centers in the 
community was increasingly directed toward the construction of new jails, prisons, and penitentiaries.

The Media and Criminal Justice Policy
The media has come to play an ever more significant role in shaping public opinion, and in conveying 
that opinion to the nation’s political leadership. Compounding matters is the fact that the reliance on 
television and the Internet as prime sources of news and information has blurred the lines between news 
and entertainment. The public’s fascination with crime, in particular, has resulted in a constant barrage 
of news programming dedicated to crime and justice, as well as entertainment in the form of books, 
magazines, music, movies, and cable television shows. 

Although the media does not set policy, its effect upon political debate and public perception is undeni-
able. Today’s sound-bite media culture can influence the setting of crime policy, as the “inflated report-
ing of news stories heightens awareness of crime, subsequently creating a false perception of the crime 
problem among the American people” (Marion & Oliver, 2006, p. 8).

A study, conducted by Beckett and Sasson (2004), and released in their work entitled The Politics of In-
justice: Crime and Punishment in America illustrates the effect of this increased media coverage of crime:

1. Between 1990 and 1999, the major networks (ABC, NBC and CBS) devoted more coverage to 
crime than any other topic on their nightly national newscasts. On local television news, crime 
consumed 30 percent of all news time, displacing coverage of other pressing issues. In compari-
son to crime, topics like government (11 percent), health (7 percent), education (4 percent), and 
poverty (2 percent) received far less attention.

2. Nationwide, surges in media coverage of crime and drugs have typically been triggered by in-
creased attention to crime-related issues by public officials and politicians. Because the news 
media tend to identify government officials as authoritative sources, drug coverage, in particular, 
increased dramatically on the major television networks and newsweeklies.

3. The rate of violent crime in the United States began what is now an almost two-decade long de-
cline, starting in 1992. Nevertheless, between 1993 and 1994, as the White House and Congress 
struggled over a new national initiative on violent crime, television and newspaper coverage of 
the issue increased exponentially. Between 1990 and 1998, a period in which the homicide rate 
declined by 33 percent, network news coverage of homicide increased by 473 percent.

4. According to one study, although they comprise less than two tenths of 1 percent of all arrests, 
murders account for between 27 percent and 29 percent of all crimes reported on the evening 
news. Other kinds of illegalities, such as corporate and state crime, tend to be either reported as 
“business news” or ignored in favor of violent “street crime.”

As a result of this heightened perception of crime, the American public has demanded and accepted, 
stronger, more punitive criminal justice policies from their political representatives, even though violent 
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crime rates have been declining for nearly 20 years. A 2008 Justice Policy Institute (JPI) report found 
that the United States has seen “a steady drop in violent crimes since a 1992 peak, crime rates remain 
near a 30-year low … and the odds of being a victim of violent crime are approximately 60 percent lower 
today than they were in 1994” (JPI, p. 1). Despite this downward trend, the calls for stiffer criminal 
penalties, the hiring of more police officers, and the construction of jails and prisons have continued 
nearly unabated.

The Political Response to Public Opinion
Although law enforcement agencies, the courts, and the corrections industry represent the criminal jus-
tice system, the criminal justice policy enforced by these entities is the result of the larger social, political, 
and economic environment in the United States (Marion & Oliver, 2006). Politicians, never wanting to 
be perceived as being “soft on crime,” have reacted to the public outcry regarding crime and punishment 
by enacting increasingly more stringent laws, legislating mandatory minimum sentencing guidelines, 
and providing massive funding increases for the construction of jails and prisons across the nation.

The glaring disparity between the political rhetoric and sensationalized media reports regarding crime, 
and the factual realities of crime and crime control in the United States, was summarized quite succinctly 
by Texas State Senator John Whitmire, who noted that “it’s always been safer politically to build the 
next prison, rather than stop and see whether that’s really the smartest thing to do” (PEW Center on the 
States, 2008, p. 18). Coming from a state senator in one of the nation’s most “law and order” states, this 
statement is a rather shocking admission that the current system of crime control is not the most cost 
effective method of reducing crime and recidivism.

As we shall see in the forthcoming chapters, the media’s failure to address the endemic socio-economic 
factors that have been proven to reduce crime, i.e., an investment in higher education and vocational ser-
vices, affordable and accessible healthcare, and expanded substance abuse and mental health treatment, 
while continuing to sensationalize and over-report violent crimes, has undoubtedly contributed to the 
increase in the number of incarcerated offenders in the United States. This “lock ‘em up” approach to 
crime control has also resulted in placing an unsustainable financial burden upon local, state, and federal 
budgets, an issue that is becoming ever more apparent in the face of the economic recession that began 
of 2007.




