
. .- The Criminal Justice Rblicy Foundation 
> \ 

A Crime Prevention Vision 
The criminal justice system is simply a totally inadequate platform from 

of crime in  the United States which to uiezu the problem 

A genuine crime prevention strategy will move 
far beyond the vision of community policing, 
sentencing reform, the sociology of juvenile 
gangs, or regulatory responses to the availability 
of guns. Ultimately, in my view, the foundation of 
a genuine crime prevention strategy goes 
beyond thinking in terms of "crime." 
A genuine crime prevention strategy relies on a 
vision of the world (and all of us in i t )  as cared 
for. The vision, to be real, must be that we and 
the world are worth carinq for, indeed, that we 
are wonderful to care for. This must be a vision 
held by police chiefs and officers, by legislators, 
by public policy analysts, and mdividuals in the 
recovering society. 

by Eric E. Sterling 

vcn though i t  is hard to admit, there is vely little 
that the rri~ninczl j ~ i s t i c ~  ~ y t e r n  can do  about the 
prevalence of crimc n ~ h f  now - or even in the 
t t~ tu~-e .  The "crime fighting" response is "lock 

'em up." This is wrong-headed. Thc  more people we lock 
up, the nlorc serious our ( r ime  problem will become, for 
thrcc ~rcasons. 

Fil r t ,  the priron c t~ l tu r r  extends rcspect to more serious 
offcnctcrs. Thc cdtur-c values thc transmission of increas- 
ingly rophisticatctl and morc rcrnuncrative criminal techni- 
qlles. 

Srcond, prison tc;~c.lit.s t h ; ~ ~  any slight, dny indignity, any 
threat to one's p1.ic.c i l l  the pecking o r d ~ r ,  must  be met with 
violcnrc* 01 clw one will hecome subject to violence and 
drgl-iitlatio~i. Inm,itc~s Ical-n that \iolencc 1s tiw mmns  for 
self-pi-otccrion. N o  PI-isonrr can sunive being "dissed" 
( "d i s~  espectctl") o~ rhc p r ~ r ~ / ) t i o n  that they have been 
"tlisscd." 

Third, rhc hasic Iiuman need for intimacy and trust is 
illniost ~icver 111ct. 111 most socictics. sex between adults 
prov~clc~s a c,o~incction of 111timac)'. Sex in prison is per- 
~ n c w c d  with violcncc, ,il~iiosr ncvcl- with iritimacy or  trust. 

Rc~~ictiihcr,  'ilmost c\vIv)nt.  in prison will be released 
- i f  only 1 0  crcaic room I'oI- new prisonrrs. The  ovcnvhelm- 
ing rn;\jority of all rl-imin'il of~fcwscs thnt\\we committed by 
priaone~-s W I T  nun-violent. T h u s  justice does not tolerate 
cstrc.~~~c.ly long srntcl1rc.s f o l -  most offcnrlcrs. 

OLII.  ~ x i s o ~ i  popul;ttion ( I I ~ C ; I S I I I . C ~  at the end ofthe year) 
hits tlout~lrti sincc! 1980, ;ind the n u ~ n b ~ r s  of persons rx- 
posed to thc prison c ~ n ~ ' i ~ ~ o r i m c n t  has grown nrcn  faster. By 
one  cstirnarc, sonic clrvcn million people in the Lnited 
States go to prison f'ol- some timc ~ I Y I ?  year. Today's inmate 
is to~nonow's  neighbor. Given rhc behavior learned in 
prison, how could anyoric lw surprised that violent crime is 
o n  thc rise. 

I r i  this sensc, thc r ~ ~ i ~ ~ ~ i ~ ~ n I j i ~ . s t i r ~ ~ ~ ~ t ~ ~ n ,  through its flawed 
ctratcglcs, is nctuallv inc-I-citsing the amount ofviolent crime. 
T h r  htsic., c~~srody  functiori o f  p~ ison does not "corrccl" or 
"rehahilitate." Only p r o g ~ n ~ n s  conside~xxl frills address 

Reprinted from Christian Social Action, published by the General Board of Church and Society of The 
United Methodist Church, November 7993, p. 4-6. 



Members ~f Concerned C~tizens Coaliton in Waspington, D.C patrol their neighborhood 

such goals, and these programs have bccn, and continuc to 
be cut back throughout the nation. 

Imprisonment Not a Deterrent 

Contrary to political I hcto~.ic,  the threat of imprison- 
ment is not much of a tlctel-rent to crime. Most o f f c n d e ~ . ~  
are impulsive, short-term thinkers. Thcy rarely calculate - 
especially the likelihood of something as remote and rm- 
pleasant as imprisonment. Impl-isonment does not sclve the 
function most often assigned to i t .  Irnpl-isonment is not an 
instrument for crime prevention. 

S o t  only is the major "output" of our criminal jiisticr 
system - imprisonment (about one-third of our c1,ilninnl 
justice sy5tem annual cost) - failing to prevent CI-ime, hut 
much of our  current interventions that attempt to prevent 
crime are inadequate or i l l  cronccivecl. 

To preuent crime, rue must r~ .~ponc l  to the/nct /hut orri. inost 
serious oflerzders haze been subjected to patterns oj' abtisr a n d  
negkct. That, of course, does not excuse a crime. 

Experienced teachers can often spot the sccond gradel- 
who will become the serious sociopath. But OUI. institutional 
responses to that sccond grader generally havc heen a 
fiasco. Imagine a typical example: 

Johnny is acting up in the classroom. He  is singled-out 
(stigmatized) as a trouble-maker, sent to the principal's 
office, given punishment work, and subjected to himilia- 
tion. More attention is spent on his failings and 1nis1)eliavior 
than are ever lavished on his few successes. 

Johnny acts u p  at home. Mom (and if he is in thr  homc 
or  neighborhood, Dad) ,  al-c tired and f'rustri~rcd with 
Johnny, Mom, Dad, GI-andma, Sis, ~t (11, repeatedly yell at 
him and physically p~lnish him; this bccolnes the rcg~ilar 

pattern of  intcl-action..]ohnny is told (taught) he is bad, n o  
good. "a little tlcvil." 

Of'tcn Johnnv is acting rrp hccausc hornc is actually 
dmgerous  and chaotic ,ind the f'amilv is dysfunctional. 
Johnny, like a11 of' us, craves ;ittention. Generally Johnny is 
hcing ncglcctcd or  ahusccl. Pc.rh;ips thel-e is ;in alcoholic, a 
dl-US addict, ,i I)attcrer. o r  ;i child abuser in o r  close to the 
hoi~schold anti Johnny. At best, the family is under severe 
economic prcssu~-c, and Johl~ny 's  problems just seem to 
make i t  h a ~ d c r  "to makc cnds ~ n e e t . "  

Typically~ohnnv's tro111)Ic.s at school are never seen as 
rclatctl to hic f;imily p t - o b l ( w ~ ~  - his tmuhle is handled by 
punishn~cnt If'.lohnn) ' \  f;imil\ rrout)lrs arc serious enough 
fol- thc ; i t tcn~ior~ of '1 f.i~nil! \c:nicc>s ;iScncv, perhaps an 
ovrlw)rkcd \ocinl workc~  is ;is\ignrtl to thc lamily's "case." 
Johnny 's  t~.cwhlcs in cc 11001, nr h o ~ ~ ~ c ,  in the streets, with the 
policc, ;ind Juvenilc ar~tllor itic's arc all sr~bject to confiden- 
tiality rrlles t h ; ~  prevent tho coc-ial workrr from learning a 
complctc, c\.en official, 5toq. o f . J o h ~ ~ n y ' s  U-oubles. 

This isJohnnv's thcl-;rpcrtric expcrirnce: "Hello Johnnv, 
I aln Dr. Smith. U'usccnl I O  I)c h.iving a problem. I am yout- 
fi-icnd imd I an1 hcrc t o  help >.ou. Plcase tclt me about it." 
Dr. Smith is t!pic.ally t l o i ~ ~ g  an "wi~lr~;ition." Johnny sees 
Dr-. Smith onc-c or twit c . , l o l ~ ~ ~ n y  Icnrns that such institution- 
;it "help" is supertic-i.11, c l i s l ~ o ~ ~ c i t ,  insincc~w, and potentialiy 
liostilc. I t  is ba\ically u~i~-c*li,thlc. M'c must triily and effective- 
ly intc~vc*nc, b1-c;tk the ;ibt~\ivc. pirtcrns, and seek to heal the 
child. 

As ,]01~1luv SI ow, ; t I ~ i i o ~ t  ilicvit;it)ly. his tro~~blc-making 
gets worst. M'hcn ~ J o l l n ~ i v  is 1.1 01- I.?. ~ ~ 1 . 1 i i i p ~  having now 
con~mirtctl .I \c.~.iorrs ol'lcs~~sc., rh(. Distric t Xtrorncy tells the 
C O ~ I I - L  t11at , ] o t i n ~ ~ y ' ~  1o1q I ~ V ~ O I ( I  01' ~ i ~ i s t w l ~ a \ i o ~ -  warrants 
11-c;iting him ;I.\ ;in acttilt. .ind w.ritling him to p i s o n  for a 



long time. The District Attorney objects to any "therapeutic 
disposition" because i t  is a "slap on  the wrist." 

A crime prevention appl-uach begins much carlirr than 
Johnny's first appearance in court, juvenile court ,  o r  even 
the principal's office. Crime prevention begins at concep- 
tion, and even earlier. 

Preventing teenage pregnancy is an important crime 
prevention pl-ogram. Pregnant women need cal-c and n11t1.i- 
tion to minimize birth defects that often lead to behavior 
problems. Many pregnant women need to le;irn how to be 
mothers. 

Young men are even less familiar with child rearing than 
mothers. Fathers need to be trained to be I'athers. Our  
society leavcs these critical matters to a h a p h a z a ~ d ,  informal 
educatiun.  >lore care is given to teaching teenagers 
geonle tn  or t r igononlc t l~  than how to parerlt. I.icensed 
barbers and plumbers get more training than parents. 

Indeed, one  Iife-long situation in OUI- society that is 
nearly universal, extremely important, and can profoundly 
lmpact other lives - driving a car - is subject to extensive 
training. Comparing driver training and  parental training 
illustrates the inadequacy of parental training in o u r  cultul-e 
of highly stressed or  "broken" families. 

Xew mothers need extensive support  - besidcs from 
[heir mothers. Some 67 percent of mothers under  18 are 
working; for their own sanity they must have safe, well 
organized, genuinely nurturing day care for their babies. 
For the babies' growth, the babies must have safe, well 
organized, genuinely nurturing day care. 

Whether working or  not,  new mothers need much more 
support from the community than simply monetary assis- 
tance. Mothers need companionship, mentors, and time 
off. Poor, young mothers need to be able to feel good about 
themselves. They need to be able to leave their babies safely 
so they can get their hair done,  for example, o r  to go  
shopping. 

All mothers -working o r  not,  married o r  not - need 
space and time to "charge theil- batteries." And, of course, 
they need to learn how to feed a n d  clothe their baby, play 
with him o r  her, shop economically, a n d  cook. 

Teaching These Skills Fights Crime 

When these skills are not  learned in the families, the 
communities, neighborhoods, a n d  churches, must inter- 
vene. It is hard to imagine government departments 01- 

bureaus directly teaching these skills. These inte~ventions 
are appropriate for churches, block associations, e t r . ,  and 
kachingtheseskillsjights crime. But how many churches, block 
associations, tenant associations, o r  volunteer fire depart- 
ments, teach parenting to unwed mothers  a n d  fathers 
without stigmatization? 

There is, of course, the rest o four  culture shaping young 
people - our  communications media, ou r  economy, c l ~ s s  
and genel-ational isolation, racism and sexism, ctc. - that 
d o  more to Lead to crime and  violence than to lead away 
from crime and violence. For these conditions too, many 
specific changes are needed, but they al-c not oiltlined in 
this vision. 

A crirne prevention str-ateL4y recognizes that "the crime 
problem" is not caused by the criminal justice system, ;it 

least initially, and i t  can' t  be "solved" by i t .  The  children 
who are most at risk for committ ing crime get the least in 
preventive support. 

O n e  dimension recognized in true crime prevention 
strategies is that thc community best polices itself by cal-ing 
for itself - caring for its children,  for its mothers, for Its 
disadvantaged, for its abused,  for its addicted, fur Its 
troubled and hurting. A clime prevcntion stratcb? Irecog- 
nixes that compassion is transnlitted from one  heart to tht. 
next. 

To Build a "Recovering Society" 

Fol-mer drug addicts a n d  alcoholics often say they a!-c 
"recovering." Oursocielj  is addicted to the st imuluri~ of u io le~re ,  
rlnd lo [he d e p r t w n n ~  of indi//erence. O u r  challenge is to build 
"a recovel-ing society" - recovering from drugs, from 
violence, from racism, and ,  ultimately, from indifference. 
Much violence a n d  theft  a r e  rat ionalized with false 
categories of indifference - he,  she,  o r  it "don' t  matter to 
me." 

O u r   religious institutions - to pick o n  the oldest, most 
important, and  best financed volunteer organizations that 
arc concerned about the correctness of behavior, the bind- 
ing together of community, and  the raising of children - 
are now largeIy h idebound,  lost in sterile ritual, and  patriar- 
chal. By and  large they fail to bring to life the interconnec- 
tedness of  people and  of life on  the  planet; they even fail in 
many cases to give a home  to a life of the spirit. Religious 
institutions must recognize that they have a major role in 
energizing genuine  crime prevention programs - not only 
for the society, but  for the achievement of their own mis- 
sions. 

A genuine  crime prevention strategy will move far 
beyond the vision of communi ty  policing, sentencing 
reform, the sociology of juvenile gangs, o r  regulatory 
responses to the availabiIity of guns. Ultimately, in my view, 
the foundation of a genuine  crime prevention strategygoes 
beyond thinking in terms of "crime." 

A senuine  crime prevention strategy relies on a vision of 
lhr rr~orld (and a11 of us in i t )  (1s cared JOT. T h e  vision, to be 
real, must be that we and  the world are worth caring for, 
indeed,  that we al-e wonderful to care for. This must be a 
vision held by police chiefs a n d  officers, by legislators, by 
pt~blic policy analysts, and  individuals in the recovering 
society. 

As a vision, some may call i t  prevention, social justice, 
wellncss, wholeness, peace, o r  love. Call i t  what you will, but 
the challenge for cl-ime prevcntion is to live it, for that is 
what will make it r e d .  

T h e  criminal justicc system is simply a totally inadequate 
pla~fol-m from which to view the PI-oblem of crime in the 
United States. Thosc of us in c r ~ m i n a l  justice must not 
itcccpt it I-csponsibility for US crime independent from the 
shal-ed I-csponsibility of all this country's institutions. O u r  
collective inadequacy in meeting o u r  responsibility to our  
children has led to our  nation's failure to prevent crime.. 


