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Intellectuals do not wish tcbe caught saying uncomplimentary things about maniini
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By Jumes (. Wiisen

As much as anything, our futile efforts to curb
or even understand the dramaiic and continuing
rise in crime have been frustrated by our optimistic
and unrealistic assumptions about bhuman nature.
Considering that our society is in the grip of a
decade-old crime wave despite @ decade-long pe-
riod of prosperity, it is strange that we should per-
sist in the vicw that we can find and alleviate the
“causes”’ of crime, that serious criminzals can be
rehabilitated, that the police can somchow be

James Q. Wilson is Henry Lez Shattuck Projessor
of Government at Hervard. This crticle is adapted
fraza hie frrthanming hanh SThinbine Ahnut Crime ”
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The New Yorl limes Magazine/ Narch 9, 197

But wicked people exist.
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made to catch more criminals faster, and that
prosecuiors and judges have the wisdom to tailor
sentences to fit the ‘“needs”™ of the individual of-
fender.

I argue for a sober view of man and his institu-
tions that would permit reasonable things to be
accomplished, foolish things abandoned, and uto-
pian things forgotten. A sober view of man requires
a modest cefinition of progtess. A 20-per cent re-
duction in robbery would still leave us with the
highest robbery rate of aimost any Western nation
but would prevent about 60,000 robberies a year.
A small gain for society, a large one for the would-
be victims, Yet a 20 per cent reduction is unlikely
if we concentrate our efforts on dealing with the
causes of crime or even if we concentrate on im-
proving police eificiency. But were we to devote
those resources to a strategv that is well within
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our abilities -— to incapacitating a larger frac-
tion of the convicted sericus robbers—then not only

Leonard Freed

is a 20 per cent reduction possible, cven larger

ones are conceivabla,

Most serious crimae is cornmitted by repeaters.
What we do with first offenders is probably far
less important than what we do with habitual of-
fenders. A genuine firs! offender (and not merely
a habitual offender caught for the first time) is in
all likelihood a young person who, in the majority
of cases, will stop siealing when he gets older. This
is not to say we siiould forgive first offznses, for
that would be to license the offense and erode the
moral judgments that must underlie any society’s
attitude toward crime. The gravity of the offense
must be appropriately impressed on the first of-
fender, but the effort to devise ways of re-cducat-
ing or ublifting him in order (Continued on Poge <)
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THE WHITE HOUSE

WASHINGTON

March 29, 1975

MEMORANDUM FOR: ROBERT GOLDWIN

FROM: JERRY H.

Your note to Don Rumsfeld of March 27th and the Wilson article on
crime have been returned in the President's outbox with the following
notation:

-- Most interesting and helpful.

cc: Don Rumsfeld
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