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Three quarters of a century ago Edwin Sutherland flatly declared,
“statistics of crime are known as the most unreliable and the most
difficult of all statistics” (Sutherland 1924). The sentiment was not
new then, and observations on problems with crime statistics re-
main staples of criminology and sociology textbooks today. This
was not just an academic observation either. Crime statistics are
important to policymakers and ordinary citizens as well as to aca-
demics. The amount of crime is a basic fact that allows us to com-
pare our society with others, helps us know how our society has
changed over time, and provides evidence to help determine what
social conditions and what social policies are useful for minimizing
disorder.

The quantity of crime – the total count, the categories, and the
rates – remains shrouded to a degree that would seem intolerable to
people in most other fields. We face a “dark figure” of crime, where
the number of unknown or unknowable criminal events “haunts all
attempts to estimate crime rates even in the present; for the past it
is multiplied enormously” (Lane 1992, p. 39). This “dark figure”
is analogous to the one facing astrophysicists. They know that
there is a vast mass of “dark matter” in space, but not how much.
How much dark matter determines whether the universe ends in
fire or ice. For crime, the “dark figure” mocks our ability to know
important things about our society and its development.

Many scholars have worked to quantify the level and trend of
crime in the United States. This essay sketches some of that re-
search and discusses the strengths and weaknesses of the results.
It barely touches the immense problems of counting crime before
the advent of regularly gathered and published criminal statistics.
There is a lively tradition of scholarship devoted to that topic, but
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it is beyond the scope of this essay.1 This discussion does not dis-
cuss white collar crime either, which is even more poorly measured
than violent and property crime. Except for a few historical series,
this essay does not deal with city and state differences in crime
rates and trends, though evidence suggests that these regional dif-
ferences are large. It focuses instead on the sources of unrecorded
crime, on data development efforts aimed at bringing crime to light,
and on the U.S. system of national crime statistics.

Social and Psychological Factors in the
Measurement of Crime

The social world is, for the most part, invisible to its inhabitants.
Any one of us can witness only a small fraction of the events that
occur within it. Some important aspects of societies, such as av-
erage life spans, total homicides, cannot be witnessed by a single
individual because they are summations of large numbers of events
occurring in diverse places and times. Nothing that happens outside
our immediate range of vision and hearing, whether because of dis-
tance, closed doors, the presence of gatekeepers, or privacy rights,
can be known directly, and the more pronounced the distance or
other barriers, the more difficult it is to see.

Because they can carry severe consequences, criminal and de-
viant actions are even more difficult to observe than are other social
actions. Offenders are not the only participants who wish to con-
ceal crime. Bystanders may want to avoid involvement; friends
may want to avoid injuring their intimates; victims may fear retal-
iation or want to avoid the humiliation, pity, derision, or gawking
curiosity that can accompany victimization. Victims may feel it is
not worth the effort to report a crime.

People also misrepresent crime by reporting events that are not
criminal or that did not occur. One reason is to hide a different
crime, as when a theft is claimed in order to hide insurance fraud.
People also make false accusations to exact revenge and to avoid
embarrassment. Perhaps the best known historical example of false
accusation is the case of the “Scottsboro Boys,” where a group of
nine young black men were convicted in 1931of raping two white
women solely on the basis of the women’s testimony. At subsequent
retrials one of the women recanted her earlier testimony, but the
men were convicted again (Goodman 1994; Carter 1979).

When there are great social strains, it is possible for even fairly
bizarre accounts to be given credence by the public and by law
enforcement officials. Witch crazes in eighteenth-century New
England fall into this category. In late-twentieth-century society,

1 Some of this work is conveniently presented in Gurr (1989).
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the form of story called the “urban legend” commonly involves an
alleged recent, local crime that can be found to be an old story,
existing in diverse communities, with no clear basis in fact (for
example, the legend of razors in Halloween apples) (Best and Ho-
riuchi 1985). Urban legends and beliefs similar to them seldom
affect criminal statistics, but at certain times they can lead to ar-
rests, prosecutions, and imprisonment. In the past two decades,
there has been a surprisingly widespread belief in “Satanic” cults
that practice sexual molestation of small children, the memories
of which the children repress. People have been convicted and im-
prisoned on such charges, even when the evidence was sparse and
contradictory. In the social science community, the majority opin-
ion is that most – if not all – of the alleged events never occurred
(Richardson, Best, and Bromley 1991; Loftus 1979; Loftus and
Ketcham 1994). These are extreme examples of the way in which
shared social beliefs shape and distort crime statistics.

The police also distort crime statistics. They misrepresent the
criminal behavior of others and engage in criminal behavior them-
selves. There are a number of reasons for this. Many police appear
to believe that following official standards interferes with the per-
formance of their jobs. In addition, the danger in police work and
the need for mutual trust and reliance breed powerful internal soli-
darity. The “blue wall of silence,” which draws much commentary,
can hide such criminal behaviors of police as use of excessive
force and manipulation of charges and evidence in ways that af-
fect specific crime rates and racial and ethnic differences in crime
rates (see, for example, Barker and Carter 1990). Moreover, po-
lice work offers opportunities for graft. Overall, then, the reason
crime generates “the most unreliable and the most difficult” statis-
tics is that so many different actors have such strong reasons to
mislead.

It is easy to see why many are motivated to misrepresent de-
viant or criminal behavior. What about those who want to give
accurate accounts of what they have witnessed? One of the sur-
prising findings of social science research is that they mislead as
well. It has been known for over half a century that when peo-
ple gossip or pass rumors, the accounts they pass become shorter
and simpler – a handful of details are played up to the exclusion
of other, potentially important points. Accounts change to fit the
social expectations of the tellers. A biased and oversimplified pic-
ture replaces a more accurate account (Allport and Postman 1975).
One cause of this is limitations in human perception. Eyewitnesses
cannot agree on even basic information about offenders, victims,
or circumstances. Witnesses are profoundly suggestible (Wells and
Loftus 1984). The longer the chain of information-passers is, the
greater the distortion and simplification of the original message
will be. More new and incorrect elements enter. The final message
comes to mirror social expectations.

Defining Criminal Behavior

Which behaviors are considered criminal depends upon culture
institutions. Changes in culture and the law mean changes in mea-
sured crime. For example, in New York at the opening of the twen-
tieth century, there was a large increase in convictions for rape
(Sutherland 1924, p. 32). This was caused not by an increase in
sexual assaults on women, but by a legal change that raised the
age of sexual consent for girls from 10 to 18 years and by the in-
stitutional fact that statutory rape was included with forcible rape.

Statutory rapes are not included in modern criminal statistics such
as the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report rape statistics reported in series
Ec4. The modern statistics refer to forcible rapes only.

Cultural change can affect crime statistics even in the absence
of legal change. Roger Lane argues that much of the increase in
arrests in late-nineteenth-century Massachusetts was caused not by
an increase in crime but by an increasing intolerance toward dis-
orderliness (Lane 1968). Eric Monkkonen and Jeffrey Adler docu-
ment similar developments at other times and places (Monkkonen
1981; Adler 2001).

Homicide is arguably the most consistently defined of all
crimes. Yet the definition of homicide has changed substantially
over the past century. Much of the surge in homicides in early-
twentieth-century cities can be attributed to a growth in social
sensitivity to death by violence and a change in the way many
deaths were categorized. Auto accident deaths, which were on the
increase, often were ruled homicides. Police changed their method
of reporting deaths. In the nineteenth century, they had worked dili-
gently to avoid calling an action a murder; in the early twentieth
century, they began calling more deaths wrongful murder (Lane
1989; Weiner and Zahn 1989; Adler 2001).

Early vital statistics counts of deaths by homicide did not regu-
larly distinguish between felonious and justifiable homicides. Most
justifiable homicides are killings by the police. Today the FBI tab-
ulates police killings separately, and vital statistics tables allow
“legal intervention” deaths to be broken out from homicide totals.
In the 1920s, perhaps a quarter to a third of all homicides was
“justifiable” according to the definition then in use. Thus, the high
level of the homicide rate in the early part of the twentieth cen-
tury, as shown in series Ec192, does not necessarily imply a high
murder rate. It could mean a large number of “justifiable” killings
by police, which are excluded from contemporary murder counts.
But recognition of this problem requires recognition of another
problem: standards of police conduct have changed greatly over
time. Today, although the overall homicide rate is about the same
as it was in the 1920s, justifiable homicides by police are only
about 2 percent of the total (Federal Bureau of Investigation 1998,
p. 24). Judged by today’s standards, police of earlier eras would
be judged grossly reckless and negligent in their use of deadly
force. Many early “justifiable” homicides would now be ruled
felonious.

Changes in social organization affect crime statistics. This is
because both the formal and the informal (therefore often hidden)
criteria by which an event is assigned to some recognizable cate-
gory vary by time and place. Cultural differences play a role here,
but social rules of classification are also important. For one who
views every abortion as murder, the U.S. murder rate is very much
higher than official statistics suggest.

Public sensibilities are volatile and laws can change. The United
States whipsawed from rates of drinking and drunkenness far above
those of today to a change in the Constitution outlawing the sale
of alcohol, then to Prohibition’s repeal. Drunk-driving laws have
grown much more stringent in recent years. Until recently, gam-
bling was illegal in most of the nation; today many states promote
it, at least in the form of state lotteries. Civil rights for black Amer-
icans were very different during slavery, Reconstruction, the Jim
Crow era, and the era of the Civil Rights movement. It is again le-
gal in several states to carry concealed firearms. The United States
did, then did not, and now does execute criminals – in some states
at least.
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Laws and mores concerning sex and reproduction are perhaps
the most volatile aspects of public and private life. Laws regulat-
ing acts, ages, circumstances, and appropriate partners seem al-
ways contested. This is the social basis of ongoing controversies
about contraception, abortion, reproductive technology, divorce,
homosexuality, and sexuality in the arts, where competing social
movement organizations line up against one another in what have
been called “culture wars” (Hunter 1991; Bolton 1992). Until the
1960s, racial intermarriage was illegal in most Southern states; the
ban was not removed from the South Carolina constitution until
1998. The age of sexual consent in most states is now typically 16
or older, and people are serving prison terms for statutory rape, but
in some of the same states a child of 13 can (with parental permis-
sion) marry. In this social scene, it has to be hard to understand
the meaning of even well-documented changes in rates of arrests,
convictions, or incarcerations, in terms of the private activities of
masses of people.

The Administration of Criminal Justice

The U.S. criminal justice system is characterized by substantial de-
centralization. Each state runs its own system, with its own crimi-
nal codes, modes of organization, and funding. Within states, most
counties, cities, and other governmental bodies have their own law
enforcement agencies (police departments, sheriff’s office, and so
forth). As a result, determining lines of authority can at times be
contentious. This is partly because authority is divided along geo-
graphic lines but also because social considerations must be taken
into account (for example, state police typically will pursue differ-
ent forms of crime than will local police, though this itself varies
from state to state). Court systems and prisons likewise vary from
state to state because of the evolution of their development. Thus,
Michael Hindus found that by the late 1800s Massachusetts had
developed a fairly unified statewide prison system, but that in South
Carolina authority was jealously held at the county level (Hindus
1980). Overriding all of this is the separate federal justice system,
which itself has a large number of agencies, with often crosscutting
jurisdiction.

TABLE Ec-A Important events in crime and criminal statistics: 1850–2001

1850 The first prison and mortality statistics are gathered in the decennial U.S. Census.
1870 The U.S. Department of Justice is established, with the Attorney General as its head. There had been Attorneys General in the

cabinet since 1789, but none had headed a department.
1880 The U.S. Death Registration Area is organized. It encompasses only Massachusetts, New Jersey, the District of Columbia, and

nineteen cities.
1892 The Lizzie Borden Case. In Fall River, Massachusetts, the father and stepmother of Lizzie Borden are killed with an axe. Borden

is accused and, in the most sensational and controversial trial of the time, acquitted.
1892 Tuskegee University archives record 230 lynching deaths, the most for any year in U.S. history.
1900 The first year of mortality data (including data on suicides and homicides) for the U.S. Death Registration Area are published by

the Bureau of the Census in Mortality Statistics. The data cover ten states, the District of Columbia, and hundreds of U.S. cities.
1908 The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is founded. It is a division of the U.S. Department of Justice and is charged with

investigating violations of federal law.
1918 The Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution prohibits the manufacture, transportation, or sale of alcoholic beverages.
1919 The Volstead Act (the National Prohibition Act) passes Congress, outlawing the production and sale of alcoholic beverages. The

act takes effect in 1920.
1924 Congress authorizes creation of the Federal Bureau of Prisons.
1926 The first year of publication of annual statistics on state and federal prisoners is published by the Census Bureau. The data later

are named “National Prisoner Statistics.” Publication shifts to the Federal Bureau of Prisons in 1950 and to the Bureau of Justice
Statistics and its predecessor in 1970.

(continued)

Gathering basic information on crimes is made difficult by this
hodge-podge of agencies. State agencies cannot be compelled to
provide criminal statistics to the Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI); however, they do so in a voluntary arrangement. Some states
require that all agencies submit criminal statistics to a central
statewide agency, and those states submit crime data from that
agency. From other states, though, individual local agencies pro-
vide data, and some, particularly very small police departments that
encounter few crimes, find the process not worth the effort. Crimes
that are reported must be coded to FBI standards, which may be
difficult when the statutes of the state differ greatly from the norm.

Consequently, the highly decentralized character of the Amer-
ican criminal justice system is the source of much of the inconsis-
tency in the U.S. crime statistics, as will become apparent later in
this essay. The system requires that data be collected by local agen-
cies and then forwarded to the FBI, sometimes going first to a state
agency. Because local agencies differ in their official and unofficial
approaches to crime, these numbers are not fully comparable with
one another.

Crime Statistics

In the United States, crime statistics were first collected in a handful
of large cities and in one or two states, notably Massachusetts,
well over a century ago. The development of comprehensive crime
statistics gained momentum in the second quarter of the twentieth
century. The statistics have improved in detail and accuracy, and the
speed of improvement has increased. Nonetheless, the obstacles to
complete tabulation remain formidable.

The first comprehensive national measures of criminal activ-
ity refer to prison inmates. This is the phenomenon most distantly
removed from the original criminal action; therefore, if one is in-
terested in tracing crime trends themselves, this is the statistic most
likely to misrepresent crime. On the other hand, incarceration is a
phenomenon that is interesting in its own right.

The decennial censuses began publishing statistics on prisoners
in 1850. (See Table Ec-A for a chronology of important events in
crime and criminal statistics.) Since then, there have been several
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TABLE Ec-A Important events in crime and criminal statistics: 1850–2001 Continued

1930 The International Association of Chiefs of Police creates the “Uniform Crime Reports” to ensure reliable tabulation of crimes.
The FBI assumes stewardship, and the first report covers August 1930.

1931 The Scottsboro Case. A group of nine young black men are accused, and convicted, of raping two white women, in what
appears to have been a clear case of false accusation. The case leads to four trials but, although the defendants are thrice
sentenced to death, none is executed. The last “Scottsboro Boy” leaves prison in 1950.

1932 The Lindbergh Kidnapping. The infant son of Charles A. and Anne Morrow Lindbergh is kidnapped and dies of a fractured
skull. Bruno Richard Hauptmann, an illegal German immigrant with a criminal record, is convicted of the crime and executed.
The case is as much a media event as the O. J. Simpson trial in the 1990s, and the result is ultimately as controversial.

1933 The Twenty-First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution repeals the Eighteenth Amendment, which had instituted Prohibition.
1933 Texas is admitted to the U.S. Death Registration Area, so that for the first time the Registration Area encompasses the entire

nation.
1943 Austin Porterfield (Texas Christian University) conducts the first survey of juvenile delinquency.
1950 The decennial U.S. Census counts the number of juveniles in custody, categorized by race, sex, age, and type of institution.
1950 Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, along with several others, are charged with having provided U.S. atomic secrets to the Soviet Union

beginning in 1944. They are convicted and are executed in 1953.
1951 Senator Estes Kefauver publishes Crime in America, about the influence of “the mob” in national affairs. The book is based on

records of the Senate Crime Investigating Committee of 1950–1951, also known as the Kefauver Committee. The work sets the
stage for a national debate on the nature of organized crime.

1956 The Children’s Bureau (U. S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare) conducts the first regular survey of juvenile
institutions.

1958 The FBI aggregates Uniform Crime Reports crime counts and rates to the national level.
1964 The Civil Rights Act of 1964, a comprehensive act, bars unequal application of voting requirements, bars discrimination in

public accommodations, authorizes the Attorney General of the United States to file suits to force desegregation, authorizes
withdrawal of federal funds from programs that practice discrimination, outlaws employment discrimination in any business
exceeding twenty-five people, and creates the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission.

1964 Civil Rights workers James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner are murdered in rural Mississippi, in what
Tuskegee University records categorize as the last official lynching in the United States. This is one of several outrages that
influence passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

1971 The first National Household Survey on Drug Abuse is undertaken by the National Commission on Marijuana and Drug Abuse.
The survey is taken over by the National Institute on Drug Abuse in 1974, and by the Office of Applied Studies of the Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration in 1992.

1971 A prison riot at the Attica Correctional Facility in New York leaves forty-three dead. Of these forty-three, thirty-nine – including
ten hostages – are killed when the prison is retaken by New York authorities.

1972 In the case of Furman v. Georgia, the U.S. Supreme Court rules that Georgia’s – and by extension most states’ – death penalty
laws are unconstitutional. This and a set of related cases end capital punishment in the United States until 1977.

1973 The first annual National Crime Victimization Survey is undertaken by the Bureau of Justice Statistics (U.S. Department of
Justice).

1975 The first annual “Monitoring the Future” survey of drug use and delinquency by high school seniors in conducted by University
of Michigan researchers Lloyd D. Johnston, Patrick M. O’Malley, and Jerald Bachman.

1978 Theodore Kaczynski, later known as the Unabomber, sends the first of sixteen bombs over eighteen years, killing three people
and seriously injuring nearly a dozen. Kaczynski, who is highly intelligent but found to be mentally ill, pleads guilty in 1998
and receives four life sentences.

1989 Charles Keating Jr. is indicted on charges of fraudulently diverting more than $1 billion in the failure of Lincoln Savings and
Loan Association, the most prominent savings and loan (S&L) failure of the 1982–1991 S&L crisis. The crisis ultimately costs
taxpayers approximately $150 billion. Keating is convicted in 1993, appeals the conviction, and in 1999 pleads guilty to
embezzling just under $1 million.

1993 Twelve-year-old Polly Klaas is abducted from a slumber party by Richard Allen Davis and murdered. The case leads to
California’s passing of the first state “three strikes” law, in which long sentences are mandated for repeat offenders with
convictions of even fairly minor crimes.

1994 Nicole Brown Simpson, the ex-wife of retired football star O. J. Simpson, and her friend Ronald Goldman are found stabbed to
death. Simpson is charged with the crime. He is acquitted in a 1995 trial that is surrounded by intense media coverage, but in a
later civil trial he is found responsible for the deaths.

1995 The number of people incarcerated in federal or state prisons tops 1,000,000.
1995 The Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, is bombed, killing 168 people and injuring more than 500.

In 1997, Timothy McVeigh is convicted of the crime and sentenced to death. Terry Nichols is convicted of conspiracy and
involuntary manslaughter and is sentenced to life in prison, and Michael Fortier, who testifies for the prosecution, receives a
short sentence after a plea-bargain agreement.

2001 Terrorists associated with Al Qaeda, a fundamentalist Islamic organization headquartered in Afghanistan and headed by Osama
Bin Laden, crash hijacked jetliners into the World Trade Center in New York City, the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., and a field
in rural Pennsylvania. The two main towers of the World Trade Center collapse and more than 2,800 people are killed in the
most deadly and expensive act of terrorism recorded on U.S. soil.
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different data collection programs. The most important and com-
prehensive, the National Prisoner Statistics series, was begun by
the Census Bureau in 1926. This is a voluntary program in which
penal institutions supply statistics on prisoner admissions, releases,
“movements,” and executions (for descriptions of these data, see
Cahalan 1986; Langan 1991).

It would seem almost too easy a matter to collect data on pris-
oners. They are – literally – a captive population, inherently easy
to count. That is far from the case, though, mainly because of
problems resulting from federalism. Over the years it has proven
difficult to get the many prisons throughout the country – each
operated by a local jurisdiction – to provide the required informa-
tion. The situation worsened in the early 1970s, when often over a
third of states provided no admissions-series figures (see Langan
1991).

There are, moreover, gaps in which one or another regularly
reported datum simply ceases to be reported for a time. One finds
these gaps in federal as well as state data. For example, there are
no published admissions series data for 1951–1959, 1961, 1963,
1965–1969, and 1971–1973. From 1990 through 1992, Correc-
tional Populations in the United States, the annual volume of Na-
tional Prisoner Statistics, issued no release statistics or statistics
on “returned” prisoners (mainly people who had previously been
paroled or on probation) for federal prisons. As “new” data are
found, updated figures replace older ones for some items but not
others. This means that official data on prisoners is in a constant
state of revision. The partial revisions of the prisoners data is the
reason why many subtotals of crime statistics in the tables shown
here do not always add to the total.

The available data, displayed in Figure Ec-B, bring to light
two important facts about incarceration. First, there has been a
profound increase in the rate of state and federal admissions of
prisoners, beginning in the mid-1970s and continuing to the early
1990s. Second, the incarceration rate of nonwhites is much higher
than that of whites, with the gap increasing since the mid-1970s.
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FIGURE Ec-B Sentenced prisoners admitted to state and
federal institutions as a share of population, by race: 1926–1996
Sources
Series Ec311–312 and Ec314 expressed as a share of series Aa113, Aa116,
and Aa119, respectively. Beginning 1986, the number of nonwhite prisoners
is calculated as the sum of series Ec312–313.

Documentation
Figures cover sentenced prisoners admitted to state and federal institutions
for whom racial data are available.

Do these increased incarceration rates mean that crime, too, has
increased? The answer is probably no. Scholars who have stud-
ied the matter believe that the steep rise in imprisonment reflects
changes in legal policy. This has led to a greater number of arrests
for behaviors that, in the past, would have been ignored or dealt
with administratively. Prison sentences, further, are now prescribed
for activities that in the past would have been dealt with via parole,
probation, or fines.

The lack of good early data is similar for purely juvenile facil-
ities. The census has provided counts of juveniles in various types
of youth facilities since 1950, but the first trial survey of public
institutions for delinquents was undertaken by the Children’s Bu-
reau of the old Department of Health, Education, and Welfare in
1953. The first comprehensive survey had to wait until 1956 (Chil-
dren’s Bureau 1958). It received completed questionnaires from
only 78 percent of the institutions surveyed, though in later years,
as it became an almost annual survey, the response rate rose to
90 to 95 percent. Following reorganization in the late 1960s and
early 1970s, the surveys – now considered censuses of juvenile
institutions – were taken over by the Justice Department, and data
were collected by the Census Bureau. Coverage of what came to be
called the “children in custody” series was then expanded to include
short-term holding facilities and private juvenile institutions, and
became a biennial survey. Coverage of public institutions is almost
universal today, but there remains some difficulty in collecting data
from private facilities. For example, in 1991 the response rate for
private juvenile facilities was only 84 percent, and there were about
8 percent outright refusals to cooperate (Table Ec402–425).

In the absence of nationwide data on crimes, scholars have
looked for clues about trends in criminal activity in the vital statis-
tics that include homicide and suicide as causes of death. Mortality
questions were first asked in the Census of 1850, but the responses
were judged at the time to be unreliable. The “death registration
area” was established in 1880, as part of a movement promot-
ing continuous official reporting of deaths (Census Bureau 1906,
p. lv).

Table Ec190–198 displays official statistics on homicide and
suicide counts and rates beginning with 1900. For the early years,
these official numbers are known to be misleading. The compilers
admitted that data for the subcategories of violent deaths (deaths
by “external causes”) – homicide, suicide, and specific types of
accident – were poor, calling them “incorrect and absolutely mis-
leading” (Census Bureau 1906, p. lv). The problem was that it was
common to list a physical cause of death (for example, poison)
without specifying whether the death was accidental or intentional.
Most death certificates provided no place to indicate crime, so the
compilers at the Census Bureau had to make the determination.
They categorized 97,805 “suspicious” deaths as “accidents” in the
five years from 1900 through 1904 (Wilbur 1916). In some cases,
they sent death reports back to the originating officials for more in-
formation. They also developed a new model death certificate, and
by the time they published the death tables for 1907, they appear
to have resolved this problem (Eckberg 1995).

A second problem is that the death registration area did not
encompass the entire nation until 1933. The earliest states in the
area were primarily Northeastern and upper Midwestern states that
had relatively low rates of homicide. Southern and Western states,
which had higher rates, were late to enter. The admission over time
of these high-homicide states created a false impression of rising
homicide rates.
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FIGURE Ec-C Homicide rate: 1900–1996
Sources
Series Ec191–192.

Figure Ec-C shows the official national homicide rate and
a separate series designed to correct for the two problems de-
scribed previously. If the corrected figures are accurate, then the
rate of killing early in the century was on the order of six times
the rate originally published and not far out of line with rates
today.

Figure Ec-C reflects a substantial increase in the homicide rate
beginning in the 1960s, with several peak years of rates above
10 killings per 100,000 population. This high level would support
imprisonment statistics in that it points toward a great increase
in lawlessness in the latter part of the century. Note that homi-
cide is a comparatively rare crime, normally claiming fewer than
20,000 victims per year and accounting for perhaps half that many
incarcerations. By itself, it could not cause the explosion in im-
prisonment rates shown in Figure Ec-B.

Gathering data on crime from police departments themselves
began in the early 1930s, at about the same time that the death reg-
istration area became complete. Today these statistics are presented
in the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports or UCR, the most important
element of which is the annual publication, Crime in the United
States. The UCR is the single most closely watched measure of the
crime level and trends in the United States.

The development of the UCR was led by the FBI in a cooper-
ative arrangement with local and state law enforcement agencies.
A major innovation was to record, along with records of arrests,
“crimes known to police.” To qualify for inclusion in the report, po-
lice do not need to arrest a suspect; they merely indicate that crimes
have been reported. The FBI also instituted a focus on seven im-
portant and reasonably well-defined “index crimes.” These index
crimes are murder or non-negligent manslaughter, rape, aggravated
assault, robbery, burglary, motor vehicle theft, and larceny or theft.
In recent years the UCR has included arson as an index crime, but
a great many jurisdictions do not yet report it. The index crimes let
the FBI develop a standard measure of the amount of serious per-
sonal crime and monitor trends. The number of these index crimes
reported each year since 1960 and the crime rate for the nation as
a whole are presented in Tables Ec1–20. Index crimes tabulated
by urban police departments for the years 1937 through 1957 are
reported in Table Ec21–29. The FBI keeps records on over thirty
types of crimes. The statistics are published in annual issues of
Crime in America.

Even though they are heavily used, the accuracy of UCR data
has long been questioned. First, the UCR data are known to seri-
ously underreport the total quantity of crime because only the most
serious charge in a given incident is recorded (Maltz 1999). For
example, an armed robbery might result in charges of robbery and
carrying a concealed weapon, but the UCR would record only the
robbery. This is called the “hierarchy rule.” It was implemented to
simplify record-keeping, but one of the consequences is that minor
crimes are underreported.

Moreover, the UCR faces predictable problems securing regular
and timely cooperation from local and state agencies in a decen-
tralized governmental structure. For a number of years, the main
tables in Crime in the United States drew on data from only a subset
of cities because there was fairly slow progress toward cooperation
with agencies in small towns and rural areas. There were also prob-
lems of categorization and organization. In an effort to solve these
problems, the entire system was reorganized in the late 1950s. The
FBI no longer considers data collected before 1960 to be reliable.
To address remaining weaknesses in the data, the FBI has been
developing a new system, the National Incident-Based Reporting
System (NIBRS), to replace the present UCR. It will keep a com-
plete record of each individual incident so that minor offenses will
be better represented in national crime statistics (Federal Bureau
of Investigation 1998, pp. 1–4).

Problems in gaining prompt cooperation from local agencies
still remain. Crime in the United States never gets complete statis-
tics from all jurisdictions. In 1997, for example, 7.1 percent of the
population of Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs), 22.6 percent
of the population of cities outside of MSAs, and 22.9 percent of the
population from rural counties were not covered by agencies that
returned completed crime reports. For various reasons, complete
data were not available for Illinois, Kansas, Kentucky, Montana,
New Hampshire, and Vermont. Indiana, Mississippi, Missouri,
New Mexico, Ohio, South Dakota, and Tennessee are notable for
the large proportions of their populations not covered by report-
ing agencies. Kansas has not provided complete state totals since
1994. States converting from the older reporting system to NIBRS
have run into problems gathering and presenting crime data that
fit UCR protocols. There also remain problems with definitions
used in categorizing crime. Since 1984, Illinois has not collected
data on forcible rape that fit UCR guidelines. Many agencies in
Illinois follow different rules than the UCR on the categorization
of other offenses, so that a correction factor has to be employed
before figures can be compared with those of other states (Federal
Bureau of Investigation 1998).

A sizable fraction of UCR crime data for any given year, then,
are imputed, which is to say that estimates are used in place of
counts. These are calculated primarily by applying proportional
trend figures from reporting agencies to nonreporting agencies that
are similar in size and type of jurisdiction (Federal Bureau of In-
vestigation 1998, pp. 401–2). There are ongoing discussions about
the best imputing methods to use (Maltz 1999).

Figure Ec-D shows the trend of UCR crime rates for the violent
index crimes (criminal homicide, rape, robbery, and aggravated
assault) and the property index crimes (burglary, larceny-theft, and
motor vehicle theft). There were significant increases in both prop-
erty and violent crimes known to police in the period during which
homicides and imprisonments began their accelerated growth in
the mid-1970s. Since the 1990s, however, both crime indexes turn
downward, while imprisonment counts continue to rise.
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FIGURE Ec-D Rates of property and violent crimes known to
police: 1960–1997
Sources
Series Ec12 and Ec17.

Documentation
For display purposes, the two lines are plotted on different scales because
the rate of property crime is so much higher than the rate of violent crime.

The trend for arrest statistics is similar to that of crimes known
to police (Tables Ec30–141), namely, rising from the 1960s through
some part of the 1980s or early 1990s, then leveling off or even
dropping significantly. In all, it is clear that the increase in prison
populations through the late 1990s is not attributable to an increase
in the number of crimes reported to police or in amounts of vic-
timization (see the discussion in the next paragraph). The issue
has been subject to substantial discussion, and it appears to grow
from a variety of changes in U.S. public policy toward arrests and
imprisonment.

In the early 1970s, a second federal crime measure appeared,
the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) of the Bureau of
Justice Statistics (BJS). The NCVS is a survey (in recent years of
over 80,000 individuals in some 43,000 households) that has been
conducted annually since 1973. Responses are shown in Tables
Ec142–181. These surveys are administered following principles
of scientific survey research in which probability samples of peo-
ple are selected and then questioned about their experiences with
criminal victimization and with delinquency. Interviewers tried to
avoid the biases built into the rest of the criminal justice report-
ing system in which only some people report certain crimes. In
addition, by going directly to the public, the data collectors ended
reliance on law enforcement agencies entirely. Because it is an
alternative or supplement to UCR’s crimes “known to police,” it
employs categories similar to those in the crime index: rape, rob-
bery, simple and aggravated assault, theft or larceny, burglary, and
motor vehicle theft. It is similar to the National Household Survey
on Drug Abuse (NHSDA) in that it covers only people age 12 and
older. Additionally, “households” do not include merchant vessels,
military barracks, or institutions such as prisons, and the surveys
do not cover commercial crime or homicide (Rand 1998).

Nonetheless, even these steps do not completely eliminate the
possibility of bias. First, it is virtually impossible to select a per-
fectly representative sample from a complex society like the United
States. Then, after the sample is drawn, those who refuse to co-
operate further complicate the interpretation of the findings. Even
though one may “weight” data to adjust for over- or underrepre-
sentation of people with various characteristics, there is always the
possibility that those who do not cooperate are simply different
from those who do.

Another issue is the reliability of self-reported activities. Re-
search has shown that people misreport many of their activities,
including their voting behavior, contributions to charity, amounts of
photocopying, and church attendance (Bradburn, Rips, and Shevell
1987; Presser and Traugott 1992; Goldstone and Chin 1993; Bishop
and Fisher 1995; Marler and Hadaway 1999). Gary Kleck argues
that people underreport gun ownership to researchers (Kleck 1991,
pp. 455–60). Thus, it seems likely that people would misrepresent
their illegal activities and shameful experiences to strangers in
surveys.

The concern with self-reported victimization and delinquency
is not just that it understates the total amount of the activity, for
if it could be shown that it did so by a certain proportion, then
one could easily estimate the true amount. The concern is that the
amount of concealment might be different for people of different
races, ethnic groups, regions, classes, sexes, and so forth, either
masking or exaggerating average group differences.

With many types of victimless crime, though, self-reports may
be almost the only way to determine the prevalence in the general
population. Also, since the first pioneering self-report survey in the
1940s (Porterfield 1943), survey respondents have seemed quite
willing to reveal sensitive information about themselves, once rap-
port has been established, especially if methods are used to assure
the respondents of the anonymity of their answers. Moreover, close
inspection of the results does not reveal many systematic problems
(Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis 1981), though black youths are more
likely than others to underreport officially recorded delinquency.
Most questioning in self-report studies is fairly general and fo-
cuses on minor deviance that people might not feel uncomfortable
reporting, though there are some exceptions (for example, Wright
and Rossi 1986; Elliot, Ageton, et al. 1983). Thus, it is common to
use the results of such surveys to trace general trends.

There are two fairly long-term self-reported delinquency series
that focus on recreational drug use. The first, the Monitoring the
Future (MFT) program, has been surveying the drug use of high
school seniors every spring since 1975 (and youths of other ages
for a considerably shorter time). The results of this program are
displayed in Tables Ec1015–1126. The investigators are aware of
potential biases, but they believe that false and misleading answers
are minimized, and they give several reasons to think this; how-
ever, they note differences in the propensity to answer questions
(for example, black males are more likely than others not to an-
swer questions on drug use). About a third of schools in the samples
refuse to participate and must be replaced. If these schools had par-
ticularly difficult drug problems, the effect would be to underreport
drug use. Noncooperation by students is another problem. About
17 percent of sampled students did not complete questionnaires in
the most recent year, mostly because of absenteeism and conflicts
with school trips.

The MTF program surveys the same grades year after year,
so results are comparable across cohorts. Because it surveys only
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high school seniors, however, it can tell us little about drug use
among, say, middle-aged adults. Also, because the survey is done
during class, it does not catch students who have dropped out, have
been expelled or suspended, or skip school on the survey day. As
a group, we would expect such people to be more involved with
drugs than the group of teens attending school.2

A more broadly based drug survey is the NHSDA, which dates
from 1971, with consistent statistics beginning in 1979. The results
of these surveys are displayed in Tables Ec951–1014. The NHSDA
surveys a representative sample of noninstitutionalized, civilian
households, to provide data representative of the U.S. population
age 12 and older (excluding military personnel, people in prisons,
hospitals, and other institutions, and homeless people who do not
live in shelters).

The two surveys attempt to provide figures on the amount of
drug use, by specific types of drugs and for various subgroups in the
population. Because their sampling is so different, their findings
can be used as checks on each other. Nonetheless, both miss those
who want to be missed or cannot be found, as for example those
in criminal subcultures. Neither of them independently assesses
the actions of their respondents. It is generally believed that the
trends they uncover follow trends in the general population fairly
accurately, though both probably understate the total amount of
drug use.

Illicit drug use is one common form of delinquent behavior,
and it can be used as an indicator of the general lawlessness of
the population. If we think of illicit drug use in this way, we find
that neither the MTF surveys of seniors nor the NHSDA support
the idea that lawlessness was increasing during the period of rising
“crimes known to police” or imprisonments. Figure Ec-E plots the
trend. It shows that both surveys indicate a remarkable decrease in
the rate of illicit drug use in the general population since the 1970s,
a drop of over 50 percent. MTF data do show a rebound in the early
1990s, though not to the level of use during the late 1970s.

In addition to the drug-use questions, the MTF program in-
cludes a series of questions about the types and number of other
delinquent acts students have committed in the course of the year,
including vandalism, trespassing, theft, and injury of another per-
son. No details on incidents are gathered, and no items refer to
sexual offenses or homicides, but students are asked about actions
that could be charged as such serious offenses as assault, larceny,
auto theft, and robbery. Responses are shown in Tables Ec601–650.

It is difficult to know the extent to which the total amount
of delinquency is understated by these measures. One calculation
suggests that the understatement may be relatively small. If self-
reported delinquency is compared with self-reported victimization
in similar categories (for example, theft of possessions worth more
or less than $50), one finds that the proportion of students admitting
to having performed such acts is roughly equal to the proportion
of students who report being victimized in school. The number
of delinquent acts that are admitted, though, is far fewer than the
number of victimization experiences reported.

For drug use there are some new, alternative sources that offer
contrasts with the findings of general surveys, by surveying differ-
ent populations using different methods. The most ambitious such
project is the Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring program (ADAM,
previously called Drug Use Forecasting) that surveys prisoners

2 See the discussion in Bureau of Justice Statistics (1998), Appendix 7.
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FIGURE Ec-E Use of illicit drugs – percentage of survey
respondents reporting use in the past month: 1975–1999
Sources
Series Ec969 and Ec1029.

in several dozen cities. Persons just arrested answer a series of
questions and submit to urinalysis. The program is voluntary, as-
surances about confidentiality are given, and uniformed officers
are not used to gather the information. Although one might well
ask how “voluntary” this will seem to a person just arrested, about
20 percent of prisoners do refuse to participate.

For the general population, NHSDA data on drug use within
“the past thirty days” indicates that about 6 percent admit to using
any drug, 5 percent admit to using marijuana, and under 1 percent
admit to using cocaine. In contrast, 1998 ADAM data show a me-
dian city rate of cocaine use of 37 percent for men and 40 percent for
women. Because cocaine is detectable for only about three days
after ingestion, the share of arrestees who use cocaine regularly
could well be higher. About a third of inmates tested positive for
marijuana, and about two thirds tested positive for at least one drug
(Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring Program 1999). These rates of
drug use among arrestees are six to fifty times the level in the gen-
eral population. One possible explanation for the extraordinarily
high rates of drug use recorded for arrestees is that prisoners have
fewer opportunities than those in the general population to disguise
their drug use, but the most recent ADAM annual report finds that
juvenile prisoners who are in school have substantially lower rates
of drug use – 40 to 70 percent lower – than juvenile prisoners who
are not in school (Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring Program 1999,
p. 4). Most professionals interpret the findings to mean that seri-
ous, chronic offenders are also likely to be heavy users of many
different illicit drugs (Weis 1986).

In principle, researchers should be able to “triangulate” differ-
ent, fairly independent methods to get some kind of summary figure
on phenomena like drug use. In fact, it would seem that this would
be essential for the measurement of hidden deviance. However, the
differences in methods, in the subpopulations studied, in statistical
assumptions, and so forth, have thus far yielded disappointing re-
sults. This was symbolized by a 1997 White House drug strategy
report that presented the number of “habitual” cocaine users in the
United States as both 582,000 and 2.2 million, based on NHSDA
and ADAM data, respectively (Leen 1998).

Victimization surveys face similar problems with sampling and
questioning. Take, for example, the National Crime Victimization
Survey, the most highly regarded and long-term survey of crime
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in the United States. The weaknesses in the NCVS system are
well known. It misses that part of the population most likely to be
victimized – those who do not have any permanent residence, or
who cannot or do not want to be found. For aggravated assaults
and rapes, the NCVS figures appear to exclude many attacks by
non-strangers that do not result in injuries. Research has shown the
opposite as well – that some of the crimes reported, particularly
of assaults and rapes by strangers, do not fit the legal criteria for
those crimes (Gove, Hughes, and Geerken 1985).

In an effort to correct these problems and following recom-
mendations by the National Academy of Sciences, the NCVS was
redesigned in 1992 to stimulate the recollection of respondents
and to allow more precise, less subjective responses (Kindermann,
Lynch, and Cantor 1997). Both the earlier and later forms were
used that year, for sake of comparison. The effect of the redesign
was dramatic. Only three types of crime did not show significant
rate increases under the new research procedures: robbery, theft,
and motor vehicle theft. The reported amount of rape, particularly,
was 157 percent higher using the new procedures than using the
old ones, reflecting mostly an increased reporting of non-stranger,
attempted (but not completed) incidents that were not reported to
the police. For violent crime overall, the increases were greater for
whites and other racial groups than for blacks, for more affluent
people than for poorer people, for middle-aged people than for
younger or older people, and for suburbanites than for urban or
rural dwellers. Overall, people who were thought least likely to
fall prey to criminal victimization were most likely to underreport
in the old system (Kindermann, Lynch, and Cantor 1997, pp. 2–4).
A sizeable fraction of the victimization gap between groups was
shown to be an artifact of differences in their response patterns. The
impact of the redesign on reported race differentials for rape was
particularly dramatic. The redesigned NCVS now finds relatively
small black–white differences.

The NCVS redesign has also helped to resolve a long-standing
puzzle regarding racial differences in the UCR crimes known to po-
lice and self-reported delinquency surveys. UCR data show blacks
to be dramatically overrepresented in many crimes; self-reported
delinquency studies find only small racial differences. Was the dif-
ference caused by a biased criminal justice system or by some
other artifact? It could be a result of the fact that most self-report
studies usually concentrate on more minor offenses or that black
respondents excessively misrepresent their delinquent activities,
or it might be a problem of sampling because many self-report
studies use high school students and blacks have higher drop-out
rates than whites. In the late 1970s, Michael Hindelang showed that
victimization statistics mostly supported arrest statistics, though a
portion of the racial gap in arrests for rape, simple assault, and
aggravated assault could be attributed to the racial bias of the po-
lice and the criminal justice system (Hindelang 1978). Because the
NVCS redesign led to a reduction in the racial gap in victimization,
it probably will lead to a reexamination of the extent of racial bias
among police and in the criminal justice system more generally.

It is interesting to compare the picture of crime painted by the
NCVS and UCR data. We would expect the two measures to dis-
play different pictures of the level and perhaps trend in crime be-
cause they were constructed on different bases. The UCR measure,
“crimes known to police,” understates less serious crime through
its hierarchy rule. Because the NCVS records all incidents, the
number of minor crimes it shows is undoubtedly more accurate
than is the number reported by individuals to the police. Because

the NCVS includes criminal actions that were not reported to the
police, this would lead to a difference from the UCR even without
the hierarchy rule.

Series Ec11 along with series Ec160 and Ec165 present the level
and trend in the crime rate as measured by these two statistics. As
we would expect, the NCVS reports a much higher level of crime
in all years than does the UCR. The magnitude of the difference
may come as a surprise, though. In some cases it is as large as a
factor of ten. The large difference between the two measures does
not necessarily mean that the police are doing a poor job. It may
be the case, as Wesley Skogan put the matter, that most victimiza-
tions are not “notable events.” The majority are property crimes
in which the perpetrators are never detected, the financial stakes
are small, and the costs of calling the police greatly outweigh the
benefits (Skogan 1981). Another possible explanation for the large
difference between the two measures is that many victimizations
are considered by the victim to be private matters. We know that
many rapes and assaults perpetuated by intimates are viewed in
this way.

Except for the most recent years, trends in the two sorts of data
also differ. Crimes reported to police rise while reported victimiza-
tions fall. The fall in the victimization rate is the most pronounced
trend. (It should be noted that the 1992 questionnaire redesign does
not lead to a “bump” in victimization rates because a correction
factor is now applied to all previous years’ rates to ensure com-
parability.) These differences are apparent across the full range of
property and violent crimes. According to the UCR figures, prop-
erty crime rates increased until the early 1980s and then slowly
subsided, while the NCVS finds declining rates of property crime
across virtually the entire period. The NCVS shows a slight down-
ward trend in overall violent crime, whereas the UCR finds an ex-
plosion in violent crime up to the early 1990s. The general findings
are that the NCVS reports much more crime than does the UCR,
but the quarter-century trends are the opposite until the decade of
the 1990s.

The rape statistics deserve special discussion. In the past, the
reporting rate for rape was extremely low. Police statistics may se-
riously misrepresent both rates and trends. This is apparently what
happened in the 1970s and 1980s. From 1973 through 1992, Crime
in the United States showed a 76.1 percent increase in the rate of
reported rapes, which was taken by many as indicating a profound
increase in sexual violence in the nation (series Ec4). The NCVS
reports across the same period, however, showed a 55.6 percent
decrease in rape rates (series Ec161). Because it is based on a sam-
ple, NCVS figures tend to fluctuate, but even using a three-year
(1990–1992) average for rape shows almost a 39 percent decrease
from the 1973 figure. Much of the rise in rapes known to police
can be attributed to a dramatic increase in the proportion of rapes
reported to police and treated by the police as assaults. Figure
Ec-F shows the dramatic divergence between the two measures
of rape up through the early 1990s, with UCR figures rising and
NCVS figures declining. Beginning in the early 1990s, both mea-
sures begin to decline together. (It should be repeated that NCVS
data do not record victimizations among children younger than
12, so its rate may be artificially elevated; this should not affect
general trends, however.) Also, to return to the general question
of trends in lawlessness, the rape statistics do not indicate the in-
crease in lawlessness since the mid-1970s that appears indicated in
the sentencing statistics. Like the drug-use data, they point toward
decreased lawlessness.
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Documentation
Note that the National Crime Victimization Survey covers the population age
12 and older, while crimes known to police are expressed relative to the entire
population.

Conclusion

Criminal statistics remain difficult and unreliable, but not com-
pletely so. The frustrations that people who got a glimpse of the
hidden world of crime experienced led to technical innovations that
introduced light. By the 1930s, homicide victimization was well
documented. By the 1990s, we had good quantitative evidence
on especially difficult-to-measure crimes such as rape and drug
use.

Some cautions are warranted though. There are problems that
are very difficult to address in principle, and even if all major prob-
lems with contemporary criminal data are overcome, we will still
face problems tracing most crime trends very far into the past.
The UCR statistics are not hopeless; they and the redesigned vic-
timization statistics tend ever more to point in the same direction
with respect to trends in personal crime – that it is downward
in the United States. If one gives up the dream of counting ev-
ery single offense and is willing to settle for figures that seem in
principle reasonably close to the hidden reality, then one can say
that a lot is known about the amounts of different sorts of crime,
about the people who commit them, and about the people who are
victimized.

Differences in regional laws and policies remain problems. Co-
operation between local or state and federal authorities is never
complete. Police discretion at the scene and prosecutorial discre-
tion affect the totals. There will, then, continue to be an element of
indeterminacy in crime figures. These can be minimized in much
the same way that differences in interpretation of activities have
been minimized in the NCVS. The NIBRS, when it is completely
developed, should substantially expand the amount of crime data
available to scholars and law enforcement officials. Even now, the
fact that the UCR figures include many estimates for nonreporting
agencies does not appear to bias estimates of national trends (Maltz
1999).

The NCVSs have profited from focused attempts to draw in-
formation from the population. The professional staff within the
Department of Justice, the National Academy of Sciences, and aca-
demic criminologists believe that the combination of random se-
lection, regular contact over a period of years, and better interview

protocols have improved the quality of these data. These data can
help deal with the problem of unreported or unrecorded crime, but
of course they still have the problems of sampling and voluntarism.
The sample never fully represents the entire population. The people
it misses – those who are homeless, in transit, in hiding, or unco-
operative – are those most likely to be both victims and offenders.
The data show the victimization experiences of the broad middle
part of the population.

Even though self-report data are the weakest link in efforts
to estimate personal crime, they have an important role to play,
especially with measuring victimless crime. There are limits to
the degree of honesty one can expect in the population, and self-
reported delinquency always should be considered to understate
the true amount of crime. We should not expect people to report
delinquent or criminal actions more accurately than they report,
say, church attendance. In principle, ways of estimating the degree
of underreporting of delinquency can be developed, thereby allow-
ing the derivation of correction factors. The work of Fendrich and
Vaughn is an excellent example of what might be done along these
lines (Fendrich and Vaughn 1994). They compared self-reports of
“lifetime” drug use for specific cohorts across time and discovered
a progressive tendency to underreport youthful drug use as people
age. Such evidence could be used to adjust the self-reported data
and develop more accurate measures.

Efforts to improve the quality of the historical crime record face
greater challenges. Take the example of the reformulated NCVS.
Recall that almost all forms of crime were found to be more com-
mon under the new survey protocols than under the old ones. The
estimated rate of rape was 157 percent higher. So what shall be done
with findings from the years 1973–1991? The decision was to take
the rate (and count) of rape for each of those years and multiply it
by the ratio estimator (correction factor) of 2.57 (Rand, Lynch, and
Cantor 1997, pp. 6–8). The corrected figures are now published for
the earlier years and are included in Table Ec160–168. Although
this is not the only approach one could take, it is straightforward
and should be reasonably accurate for nearby years. Yet, the further
in time one moves from the year in which the figure was calcu-
lated, the greater is the likelihood that the figure is inappropriate.
Relationships change; consequently, there is a great deal of uncer-
tainty about the estimates for early years in the series. This kind
of uncertainty exists whenever data collection procedures change.
Because of the desire to implement improved procedures, we can
expect further changes in data collection procedures in the future.
Whenever this happens, it will introduce problems for comparing
figures from different years.

The problem of comparing data collected using different meth-
ods complicates all historical work on crime trends. New York,
Boston, and Philadelphia have the longest sets of criminal records.
They began recording crimes in the eighteenth century.3 Eric
Monkkonen has developed a two-century homicide data series for
New York City (Monkkonen 1989). Midwestern and Northeastern
states started to publish crime statistics in the nineteenth century.
In the South and West, especially in rural districts, there is little
good-quality data before the Second World War. Consider statistics
on homicide, the most easily counted crime. Texas did not collect
death data that met even the minimal criteria needed for admission

3 For a discussion and analysis of these city statistics, see Lane (1968, 1979);
Monkkonen (1981, 1989).
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to the U.S. death registration area until 1933. South Carolina’s
death data were considered admissible in 1916; however, years
later registration officials published extended tables showing how
poorly its data collection compared with that of Vermont (Census
Bureau 1924, pp. 97–108). Indeed a recent detailed study of crime
in post-Reconstruction South Carolina – hardly the most remote or
decentralized of the Old South states – finds that its main newspa-
per missed probably one third of its murders and that records in the
state archives are missing over half (Eckberg 2001). Fragmentary
evidence suggests that the further south and west one traveled and
the more rural the district was, the higher was the rate of murder
(see Montell 1986; Vandal 1991, 1994; McKanna 1995; McGrath
1989). The record is even less clear for other crimes. Overall, the
severe limitations in crime data mean that it is very difficult to
generalize about crime in America as a whole before the middle
of the twentieth century.

One should mention an exception to such a lack of data. In the
case of lynching, usually the most public form of homicide, records
drawn mainly from news accounts, and now housed at Tuskegee
University, have long been the main data source for scholars. It has
been long known that the Tuskegee data are somewhat unreliable,
about when or where an incident took place and about whether it
was indeed a “lynching” (see the discussion in Tolnay and Beck
1995). Stewart Tolnay and E. M. Beck have gathered the most
comprehensive state-by-state lynching data series, using modern
methods, not for the entire nation but for ten Southern states. W.
Fitzhugh Brundage has added lynchings for Virginia (Brundage
1993). In Figure Ec-G are plotted year-by-year totals from Tables
Ec251–289. It is clear that they parallel each other very closely.
The new data series, which excludes Texas and all Northern and
Western states, has slightly fewer lynchings, year-by-year, across
the entire period.

Roger Lane attributes our difficulties in counting crimes, even
in the rare “settled late nineteenth-century American cities, in the
Northeast or West, with established police forces and recording
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FIGURE Ec-G Victims of lynching: 1882–1964
Sources
Series Ec251 and Ec254.

Documentation
The figures in series Ec251 present national totals for the reported white
and black victims of lynching. Those in series Ec254 (Tolnay and Beck 1995;
Brundage 1993) present totals of known victims of lynching (all races) in
eleven Southern states.

procedures” to two main causes (Lane 1992, p. 39). The first of
these he calls “prejudice,” referring to the prejudices that directed
the passing of laws, arrests, and record keeping of nineteenth-
century record keepers, but also referring to the ideological posi-
tions of modern scholars who take sides on the meaning of the old
records. He does not find the first cause unsolvable, but the second
one almost causes him to throw up his hands. This is that dark
figure, the “holes in the historical record,” caused by differences
in categorization, lacunae in recording, indifference by authorities,
changes in laws, and uncertainties about the sizes of populations
and subpopulations, to name some factors (Lane 1992, p. 30). His
complaint reads much like Sutherland’s, and he believes we cannot
in principle know with certainty if there was proportionately more,
or less, of most types of crime in the past than now. He is willing
to hazard guesses (his term) about broad quantitative changes in
some offenses – murder of adults, theft, assault, perhaps robbery.
The general trend of Lane’s and Eric Monkkonen’s findings on ur-
ban homicide, the best documented crime, is that it declined from
the mid-nineteenth century to roughly the end of the century and
then grew until the 1930s (Lane 1992; Monkkonen 1980, 1989).
Lane is unwilling to discuss rape, except to speculate that it may
have been common among working girls and step-children. He is
similarly disinclined to discuss infanticide or abortion (Lane 1992,
pp. 45–7). Infanticide, which he calls a “wild card,” was often hard
to detect, rarely acknowledged, and seldom prosecuted. It almost
never led to a conviction. Many infant murders were a form of ex
post facto abortions, replacing the ordinary ones that had been legal
until the 1860s and that were mostly hidden afterward. Infanticides
and abortions thus coexisted in a legal shadow land, with no clear
line separating them. To develop estimates, one needs some kind
of record with a known basis. Here the record is both mostly blank
and murky. The other crimes – the ones that make up the bulk of
the crime record – are much more difficult and much less reliable,
though there is some historical record even for them. It remains to
be seen what can be done with them.
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LAW ENFORCEMENT, COURTS, AND THE

JUSTICE SYSTEM

Richard Sutch

Law enforcement and the administration of justice take place at
all three levels of government – federal, state, and local – and in-
volve all three branches of government – executive, legislative, and
judicial. Federal and state legislatures and local governments pass
laws that make certain behavior illegal (such as child employment)
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