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Preface 

This bookis about the culture of crime control and criminal justice in Britain 
:md America. Or, to be more precise, it is about the dramatic developments that 
have occurred in our social response to crime during the last thirty years and 
about the social, cultural, and political forces that gave rise to them. 'Crime con
trol' and,'criminal justice' are shorthand terms that describe a complex set of 
practices' and institutions, ranging from the conduct of householders locking 
their domno the actions of authorities enacting criminal laws, from commu
~ity policing to punishment in prison and all the processes in between. Since it 
might strike the reader as foolhardy to stretch an analysis across such a broad 
r.ange of policies and practices, and across two such different societies, perhaps 
a word of explanation is in order right at the start. 
; In our attempts to make sense of social life, there is an unavoidable tension 
'be'tweenbroad generalization and the specification of empirical particulars. Th~ 
srandardresponse to any wide-ranging social or historical interpretation' is to 

point to the specific facts that don't fit, the variation that has been missed, or the 
fl!rther details needed to complete the picture. 'Its more complicated than that!' 
or'they do it differently in Minnesota!' (or for that matter, Manchester or 
Midlothian) are the inevitable critical complaints, and, in their own terms, these 
criticisms are often well taken. But the detailed case studies called for by this 
hiticaJ reaction suffer from exactly the opposite fate when they face up to their 
Hi,tical audience. Now the problem is not one of simplification but of signifi
I;ance. How does this study relate to the others that have been done, or might be 
~one? Why should we be interested? What, in the end, does it tell us about the 
world in which we live? 

:For the individual author, there is no escaping from this dilemma. He or she 
must goiJack and forth between the general and the particular, the big picture 
il-nd the local detail, until alighting upon a level of analysis that seems to offer 
i,he optimal vantage point-given the inevitable constraints of access, resources, 
s~ills, andstamina. For the scholarly community as a whole, however, the 
#i1emma happily disappears. The division of academic labour ensures that 
'Yha~evershortcomings are entailed in one style of analysis, these can usually be 
compensated and corrected by studies underraken at the other end of the con
tirtuum.Sweeping accounts of the big picture can be adjusted'and revised by 
more focused case studies that add empiric~1 specificity and local detail. An 
ac~retionof small-scale analyses eventually prompts the desire for more general, 
~heoreticalaccounts, while conveniently providing the latter with their inspira
tion and raw material. One kind of study provokes and facilitates the other, in 
#s!=holarly dialectic that requires them both. ',:-" . 



viii Preface 

. In this study, I have chosen to focus on the whole range of our social 
responses to crime. I have made this choice because by analysing the problem at 
this level I believe I can identify some of the broad organizing principles that 
structure our contemporary ways of thinking and acting in crime control and 
criminal justice. There arc obvious costs entailed in choosing to analyse things 
at this high level of abstraction~xcessive simplification, false generalization, a 
neglect of variation, to name a few. But I hope to show that there arc certain 
benefits as well: in particular, an ability to point to the structural properties of 
the field, and to identify the recurring social and cultural dynamics that produce 
them. Structural patterns of this kind simply do not become visible in localized 
case studies fo¢.used upon a single policy area or a particular institution. Only 
by observing rile field as a whole can we hope to discover rhe strategies, ratio
nalities, and cultures that give rhe field irs distinctive structure and organization. 
Moreover, if such patterns do exist, and if I have helped to identify them, then 
subsequent case studies should be in a better position to confirm, disconfirm, or 
otherwise refine these findings. 

The discovery of these org;mizing patterns in contemporary crime control, 
and my sense of their social and cultural underpinnings, prompted me to make 
my second, and perhaps even more foolhardy, choice of research focus-the 
decision to analyse crime control in both the UK and the USA. In order to avoid 
misunderstandings, I should explain right at the outset what I do and do not 
hope to achieve by giving my study this transatlantic scope. 

My intention is certainly not to produce a comparative study, measuring 
American responses to crime against their British counterparts, comparing both 
nations on a point by point basis, or specifying their precise similarities and dif~ 
ferences. Such a study would be impossibly large and well beyond my compe
tence; and even if it were possible, it is not clear what its theoretical worth 
would be. Instead my concern is to point up what I take to be important simi
larities in the recent experience of these two countries and to suggest that these 
similarities stem not merely from political imitation and policy transfer
though there has been some of that-but from a process of social and cultural 
change that has recently been altering social relations in both societies. For want 
of a better term, I describe these social and cultural changes as the coming of late 
modernity, and I try to establish how this shared pattern of historical develop
ment has transformed the experien.ce of crime, insecurity, and social order
first in America and subsequently in Britain as well. My argument will be that 
'late modernity'-the distinctive:: pattern of social, economic and cultural rela
tions that emerged in America, Britain and elsewhere in the developed world in 
the last.third of the tweritietll· century-brings with it a cluster of risks, insecu
rities, a~d comrol problems that have played a crucial role in shaping our chang
ing response to crime. 

Of course the different social, institutional, and cultural characteristics of 
these two nations have influenced how these problems have been perceived, who 
has been held responsible, and which political responses have been preferred. 
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And it cannot be denied that the distinctive combination of racial division, eco
nomic inequality, and lethal violence that mark contemporary America have 
given its penal response a scale and intensity that often seems wholly excep
tional.A Western liberal democracy that routinely executes offenders and 
mcarcerates its citizens at a rate that is 6 to10 times higher than comparable 
nations can easily seem so divergent from international norms as to defy useful 
cOn:Iparison. But if one attends to the pattern of these penal responses, and to the 
recurring focal points of public concern, political debate, and policy develop
lllent, "nd if one is willing to suspend, for the moment, questions of size and 
degree, itbecomes apparent that there are important similarities in the problems 
to which actors in both nations appear to be responding. The same kinds of risks 
and insecurities, the same perceived problems of ineffective social control, the 
same critiques of traditional criminal justice, and the same recurring anxieties 
about social change and social order-these now affect both nations. And 
rccenrcrime control developments in the UK suggest that the USA is by no 
means unique in its response to crime or in the social processes that underlie it. 

If this is indeed the case, one would expect that other societies experiencing 
late modern patterns of development will also have to grapple with problems 
and concerns of this kind. Schola'rs such as Thomas Mathiesen, Nils Christie, 
and Loic Wacquant have pointed recently to the growing tendency of European 
nations to emulate patterns of crime control first developed in the USA, even 
where these rlln counter to the historical traditions of the nations involved. If 
these scholars are correct in their observations, an explanation might lie in the 
fact that social, economic, and cultural developments in these countries increas'· 
ingly expose them to the distinctive problems of social order that late modernity 
briIlgsi!l its wake. 

'Any book-length examination of the USA and the UK-two large, more or 
less federated unions, with a multiplicity of distinct legal systems operating 
wjthin their national territories~will involve an uncomfortable degree of sim
plifu:atiOn. My excuse for imposing errors of omission and overstatement upon 
the reader; or anyway the form of my special pleading, is that such an analysis 
ll,lIows me to get at structural parterns that are not otherwise available to inspec
tion. Btltif that will not do, I would simply add, by way of mitigation, that this 
.IS an areuof scholarship that srands in need of more generalizing studies, not 
f¢wer. As we know from the bracing impact of Michet Foucault's Discipline and 
Punish, attempts to delineate patterns of structural change will tend, whether or 
ll,O[ theirdaims can be sustained, to have a productive effect in sti~ulating fur
ther empirical studies and an energetic critical response. It is in this spirit of 
provocation and productivity that the present study is offered to its readers. 

Since the explanatory thesis I develop here is combined with an historical nar
X3tive and developed on a number of different levels, a preliminary sketch of the 
c>verall argument might serve as a useful guide. Here, and in ~.httt follows, I have 
[ped tomaimain a lightness of touch where theoretical matters are concerned, 
.iirorder that the general reader will be able [0 follow my argumem without 
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undue effort. To the same end, [have placed most evidentiary sources and schol
arly references in notes at the end of the book. While these Endnotes will be 
essential (and I hope, enlightening) reading for the professional scholar, those 
readers who simply want to follow the book's story and grasp its expl~nation 
need not be disturbed by their intrusion. 

The study begins by contrasting our present-day policies and practices with 
those that existed up until the 19705, and ends by presenting an analysis of how 
today's crime control arrangements reproduce a certain kind of social order in 
late modern society. Along the way, it outlines a history of the criminal justice 
state, a theory of social and penal change, and an account of how late modern 
social, economi~ and cultural forces have reshaped criminological thought, gov
ernment crime policy, and the attitudes of popular culture. [n these respects, the 
present study builds upon two of my previous books: Punishment and Welfare, 
which described the rise of a welfarist form of criminal justice at the start of the 
twentieth century, and Punishment and Modern Society, which developed a 
social theory of punishment that stressed the cultural as well as the political ele
ments of penal institutions. The Culture of Control completes the trilogy by 
bringing Punishment and Welfare's historical account up to the present, and by 
using the theory developed in Punishment and Modern Society to interpret and 
explain a concrete set of institutions and ideas. 

As [ have already suggested, my assumption is that the many transformations 
that have recently occurred in criminal law and its enforcement can best be 
understood by viewing the field as a whole rather than taking each element indi
vidually. Shifts in policing, sentencing, punishment, criminological theory, 
penal philosophy, penal politics, private security, crime prevention, the treat
ment of victims, and so on, can best be grasped by viewing them as interactive 
elements in a structured field of crime control and criminal justice. By compar
ing the field of present-day practices to the set of institutions and ideas that 
existed up until 1970, it is possible to identify a series of shared characteristics 
that help explain the dynamics of change and the strategic principles underpin~ 
ning contemporary arrangements. 

My argument will be that our contemporary crime control arrangements 
have been shaped by two underlying social forces-the distinctive social orga
nization of late modernity, and the free market, socially conservative politics 
that came to dominate the USA and ~he UK in the 1980s-and the centra'I chap
ters of the book describe these social forces in some detail. But instead of baldly 
asserting that crime control challges w.ere a 'response' to broader social and 
political change, or were 'influenced' by them, I try to describe rhe actual 
processe.s through which the crime control field was affected by social change 
and the specific mechanisms by which crime policy was brought into line with 
cOr:ltemp~rary culture and social relations. 

To this end, the book provides a series of detailed analyses that show how 
political actors and government agencies-police forces, prosecution agencies, 
courts, prisons, government departments, elected officials-were confronted by 



Preface xi 

a new set of practical problems in their daily operations. These problems chiefly 
flowed from the prevalence of high rates of crime and disorder in late modern 
society and the growing realization that modern criminal justice is limited in its 
capacity to control crime and deliver security. The book's central chapters 
analyse evidence showing how government actors and agencies understood the 
predicament that this situation posed for them, and how they invented specific 
strategies that allowed them to adapt to (or, in some cases, evade) the problem. 
These strategies took a variety of forms, and developed in contradictory direc
tions. The ones that were most 'successful' (by which I mean, became most 
embedded, most indispensable) were the ones that resonated with the political, 
popular and professional cultures emerging in these years. 

Having described these governmental adaptations and the politics of crime 
control to which they gave rise, I next explore the cultural conditions that 
account for their popular success. The odd fact that punitive 'law and order' 
politics have co-existed, in both countries, with an entirely different strategy
of preventative partnerships, community policing and generalized crime pre
vention-is explained by reference to the public's ambivalence about crime and 
crime control: an ambivalence that gives rise to quite divergent forms of action.' 
The sensibilities that characteriz~ this popular culture do not stem from media 
representations or political rhetoric, though these have a shaping effect. They 
originate in the collective experience of crime in everyday life and the practical 
adaptations to which it eventually gave rise. 

During the same decades that criminal justice agencies struggled to come to 
terms with crime in late modern society, the population of citizens, communi
ties, and corporations learned to adapt to a social world in which high rates of 
Grime were a normal social fact. The private actors of civil society developed 
their own adaptations to the new pervasiveness of crime, their own routine pre
cautions and social controls, and it is these adaptations (rather than crime rates 
themselves) that account for the political and cultural salience that crime has 
taICen on in recent years. These practical everyday routines provide the social 
basis for many of the new crime policies of recent years, and shape the cultural 
formation-the crime complex-that has grown up around crime at the end of 
the twentieth century. They also contribute to the declining rates of crime that 
were a feature of the 1990s, and to the viability of policies such as community 
policing that depend upon the support of the public and the cultivation of wide
spread habits of prevention and control. 

My analysis suggests that although the structures of criminal justice have 
changed in important ways in recent decades, the most important changes have 
b~en in .the cultural assumptions that animate them. I describe how a new crime 
control culture has emerged that embodies a reworked conception of penal-wel
farism,a new criminology of control, and an economic style of decision-mak
ing. I also indicate how this new culture of control meshe~:~ith the social and 
economic policies that have come to characterize contemporary Britain' and' 



xii Preface 

The roots of today's crime control arrangements lie in the character of conc 
temporary social orga~ization and the political and cultural choices that have 
been made in relation to it. And the new world of crime control provides, in its 
turn, important sources of legitimation for an anti-welfare politics and for a 
conception of the poor as an undeserving underclass. The mutually supportive 
character of today's penal and welfare policies-based on principles that are 
quite different than those described in Punishment and Welfare-is indicated by 
an analysis of the discursive tropes and administrative strategies that run 
through both of these institutional domains. . 

By way of a conclusion, I distinguish those historical developments that are 
structurally deterinined from those that are more contingent, indicating which 
aspects of present policy are liable to persist for the foreseeable future and which 
seem more amenable to political challenge. The study ends with a consideration 
of the social processes that will tend to lock us into an institutionalized culture 
of control, and of the countervailing forces that could yet allow us to escape that 
new iron cage. Stressing these possibilities for action should, I hope, ensure that 
my account of why things are as they are is not taken to suggest that our world 
currently is as it must be. As Raymond Aron once said, the point of social analy
sis is to make history intelligible-not to do away with it altogether. 

More than my previous books, this one has grown directly out of the conversa
tions and debates I have had with other scholars working on the same set of 
problems. In that sense, this book is the product of a collective effort, and any 
wisdom or insight it might contain is the fruit of that communal endeavour. The 
experience of taking part in ongoing sociological debates about contemporary 
crime and punishment has been a salutary one, and the works of Tony Bottoms, 
Stan Cohen, Adam Crawford, Malcolm Feeley, David Greenberg, James B. 
Jacobs, Pat O'Malley, Nikolas Rose, Joachim Savelsberg, Stuart Scheingold, Clif~ 
ford Shearing, Jonathan Simon, Richard Sparks, Philip Stenning, Michael Toney, 
Loic Wacquant, and Frank Zimring have been especially important to me in this 
respect. And if my interlocutors and I have still not reached agreement about how 
to interpret our world, at least we can now disagree with rather greater precision 
than we did before. In this regard, I am also indebted to the editors and contri
bu-tors of the journal Punishment & Society who have been constant sources of 
inspiration and ideas over the last few years, and an unwavering reminder of the 
rewards of collective work. "_ 

Beyond that diffuse 'collective debt, lowe specific thanks to a number of 
friends and colleagues who have helped me in the making of this book. The fol
lowing iqdividuals read entire drafts of the book and provided me with detailed 
criticisms and suggestions, many of which quickly found their way into the final 
text: Todd Clear, David Downes, Jeff Fagan, Barry Friedman, Doug Husak, 
James B. Jacobs, Ian Loader, Stephen Morse, Kevin Reitz, Stuart Scheingold, 
Adina Schwartz, Jonathan Simon, Jerry Skolnick, Richard Sparks, and Michael 
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r6nry.J am hugely grateful to them all. I would also like to record my thanks 
oVanessa Barker, Gretchen Fehes, Aaron Kupchik and Elana Dietz-Weinstein 
or excellent research assistance and bibliographical work, to Jim Jacobs and 
ohrlSexton for making NYU Law School a superb institution in which to 
vork, to my colleagues in the NYU Department of Sociology, and to the 
m9m~n D' Agostino and Max E. Greenberg Research Fund for its support of the 
~scarch upon which this study is based. Substantially different versions of 
~hapters five and Six first appeared in the British Journal of Criminology and I 
Lmgrateful to the editors, referees, and readers of that journal for the comments 
mdcriticisms they provided. Finally, I would like to thank John Louth, Mick 
~cls6n,and John Tryneski for making the publishing of this book such an effi
:ient and enjoyable process. 

AnIle Jowett has helped me in my work in ways too numerous to mention, 
Lnditis with love and gratitude that I dedicate this book to her, and to our 
laughters, Kasia and Amy. 
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