Ted Robert Gurr is a professor of political science at the University of Maryland College Park and editor of the two-volume Violence in America: The History of Crime
(Newbury Park: Sage, 1989). This op-ed piece appeared on April 13, 1989. © 1989 by
The New York Times Company. Reprinted by permission.

Drowning in a Crime Wave
By Ted Robert GunMany streets in America's big cities are in a state
of anarchy. Too often the police are overwhelmed. In
some cities and neighborhoods, people are afraid to
go outside. And in and out of their homes they risk
murder, assault, rape, holdups, muggings and theft.
The reason is that the United States is in the grip
of the third of three great crime waves. They began
about 50 years apart — approximately 1850, 1900,
and 1960 — and each has lasted for 20 to 30 years.
The current wave is more serious than the last one,
which Prohibition helped sustain into the early
1930s. At that time, lucrative bootlegging attracted
young entrepreneurs, mostly immigrants or their
sons, who fought deadly battles with hijackers and
rivals for control of booze and markets. Bootlegging
warfare, however, was less virulent than the almost
random and more widespread violence associated
with contemporary drag dealing.
Each year in this decade, about 20,000 Americans
have been murdered, mainly in street fights, family
quarrels and robberies. Most have been young men,
half of them black. In some Northern cities, blacks
are twenty times more likely to be murdered than
whites.
Our crime waves stand out against the long-run
trend of declining personal violence in Western
society, which the cultural historian Norbert Elias
attributed to "the civilizing process." By that he
meant the restraint of aggressive impulses, acceptance of humanistic values and establishment of
ordered routines of life that minimize occasions for
violence. These conditions were largely absent in
medieval Europe, where people had few compunctions about murdering each other in brawls and
robberies. In 13th and 14th century England, people
killed one another at rates probably ten and perhaps
twenty times greater than those of contemporary
Britain — though at only twice the rate of the United
States today.
But a decline in the homicide rate in England was
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clearly evident by the 17th century, and it continued
irregularly downward to the 1950s. (That rate has
since risen, fueled by growing numbers of alienated
and unemployed youths, though England's rate has
risen far less than America's.) There have been
parallel declines in the homicide rate since the early
1800s in France, Scandinavia and Australia — but
not in the United States, where murder took a
different turn in the mid-1800s.
America's three great crime waves can be linked
to immigration, economic deprivation and war, which
all interfere with the civilizing process.
From the 1840s to the end of large-scale
European immigration after 1918, each new wave of
immigrants — Irish, Germans, Italians — added
disproportionately to crime and mayhem in our cities.
Many were rootless young men who indulged a
penchant for drinking and street brawling. As these
immigrants were absorbed into the industrial
economy's routines and received its rewards, they
committed fewer crimes of violence.

''America's three great crime waves
can be linked to immigration,
economic deprivation, and war,
which all interfere with the
civilizing process."
Most blacks in Northern cities were persistently
barred from the industrial labor force. Except for a
few years during and after World War II, they lacked
the chances of immigrants to participate in an
economy that produced a growing middle class.
Since the best jobs were closed to them, a
disproportionate number turned to gambling,
prostitution and dealing in alcohol and drugs.
However, when economic opportunities for blacks
began to open up in the 1960s, their rate of death
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heightened inhibitions against violence.
Today's epidemic will not go away without
similar concerted action. Multiple concurrent
strategies are needed to undercut conditions that
breed and sustain crime. The poverty cycle must be
broken. Economic opportunities and discipline must
be created for the alienated, poorly educated young
people at the lower margins of black society — who
still suffer from the persistent consequences of
historical segregation — and of white society.
More-certain justice for repeat offenders is
essential. This means additional police officers
(depending upon how they are used), more prison
space, and streamlined criminal court procedures.
Community efforts in every neighborhood threatened
with crime are also crucial. This requires public
support for self-help projects such as teen-ager
employment programs and for citizen crime patrols,
and probably acceptance of direct action such as
running drug dealers out of neighborhoods. Of
course, comprehensive drug control and rehabilitation
programs are indispensable if the other policies are
to work.
Unless we mobilize money and people to pursue
all these policies, today's crime wave will be our
longest and most costly — and more streets will
become our nightmare alleys.
•

from homicide declined — by about 30 percent
between 1970 and 1983. Since then, the resurgence
of inner-city poverty and the onset of deadly drug
wars have arrested the decline.
During the same period, homicide rates among
whites increased by about the same 30 percent. This
was accompanied by a rise in poverty and in family
breakdown among whites — conditions that breed
violent crime in all ethnic groups.
Every major war has been followed by a short,
sharp peak in violent crime in the countries of most
of the belligerents. Our current crime wave appears
to have been exacerbated by the Vietnam War.
War leads to criminal violence in peacetime
society, partly because it temporarily uproots people
and legitimizes aggressive action — some exservicemen who have trouble readjusting to civilian
life turn to crime. War may also legitimize violence
for civilians who find in the patriotic gore of
wartime a license to act out their own anger.
In any case, the first and second episodes of
violent crime wound down as immigrants were
incorporated into the expanding economy. Reforms
in policing and criminal justice policy made arrest
and punishment more certain. Civic associations and
reform movements transformed crime-ridden neighborhoods and cities. Other institutions, especially
churches, reasserted conservative moral values that

Fraudulent Documents
The United States is a forger's dream. It is easy and cheap to get a perfectly valid copy of
someone else's birth certificate. Baptismal records can be produced in the name of an even larger
number of real or alleged churches. There also are no national standards for issuing driver's
licenses. Credit cards and other identity documents can be used without anyone comparing
information on the document with the characteristics of the bearer. ...it was not a crime until
recently to counterfeit, alter, lend or sell a [Social Security] card. Only the reproduction of the seal
of the Department of Health and Human Services was expressly forbidden (U.S. 18 Code 506).
— Professor Joseph W. Eaton (Retired)
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An important influence on the public perception of U.S. immigration policy is the popular
notion that newcomers are upstanding and hard-working persons who are simply asking for
a chance in the land of opportunity. Unfortunately, borders loosely open to immigrants
with benign aspirations are equally open to criminals who have a far different intent.
An abridged version of the following essay appears as a chapter in the forthcoming book,
The Winds of Change: A New Look at U.S. Immigration Policy, by John Tanton and Wayne Lutton.

Immigration and Crime
By John Tanton and Wayne Lutton
Foreign Crime Syndicates Target U.S.
The FBI warns that international crime and
terrorist organizations have placed America under
siege. INS spokesman Gary Renick noted that crime
bosses in such places as Colombia, Mexico, Nigeria,
South Korea, Japan, and Hong Kong view the U.S.
as an especially inviting "land of opportunity."
According to the INS, organized criminals of each
nationality seem to specialize: Colombians in
cocaine; Mexicans in marijuana, alien smuggling,
and auto theft; Nigerians in heroin, student-loan and
credit-card fraud [see David Simcox's essay on page
168]; Chinese in heroin, and alien smuggling; South
Koreans in prostitution; Russians in drugs and
insurance-fraud; Jamaicans in cocaine.
Since the mid-1980s, major crime operations
have not only come to be directed by foreign
nationals, but staffed by them as well, instead of
employing American agents. An INS report titled,
The Newest Criminals: The Emergence of NonTraditional Organized Ethnic Crime Groups and
INS's Role in Combating Them, says that many of

"The hard evidence is that criminal aliens
are commiting serious crimes, leaving and
re-entering the justice system."
— Michael D. Antonovich
Board of Supervisors
Los Angeles County
May 14, 1992
Criminal activities committed by aliens have
escalated dramatically. Aliens are crowding local,
state, and federal jails across the country. The U.S.
Bureau of Prisons reports that more than 20 percent
of federal inmates are non-U.S. citizens, from over
120 countries. Half were convicted on drug offenses
and most are subject to deportation.
"If we think the 20 percent figure is high, what
is worse is that seven out of eight [criminal] aliens
are either released or given probation and never serve
time in prison," explained Representative Lamar
Smith (R-Texas), a member of the House Judiciary
Subcommittee on Immigration, Refugees and
International Law.
For the U.S. population as a whole, the
incarceration rate in federal and state prisons is 233
per 100,000 persons. Among illegal aliens, the
incarceration rate is three times the U.S. average.
Since 1980 there has been a 600 percent increase in
alien inmates, principally for drug-related offenses.
Over the past five years, an average of more than
72,000 aliens have been arrested annually on drug
charges.
These statistics should not imply that all or most
immigrants are law-breakers. But under current
immigration laws and procedures, frighteningly large
numbers of newcomers see crime as their avenue to
the American dream.
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