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SOCI  201 

SOCIAL PROBLEMS 
 

Professor Kurt  Reymers, Ph.D. 

 

 1. What is Crime?  
 A form of deviance.  

Then what is Deviance?  
 

Deviance is:    
  The recognized violation of cultural norms 
 

 Deviance is NEITHER GOOD NOR BAD: it simply     
     varies according to norms Durkheim. 
 Thus, no action is inherently (naturally) deviant. 

 
 Ex: Killing & Torture – punished in peacetime, but often praised in wartime 
  
 Ex: Crime – law defines what is and isn’t criminal - law is just encoded norms, 

created by those who hold power; even more discretion is left up to the police 
(and now, private citizens) 

F. Crime and Justice 
Norms 

deviance 
LAWS 

crime 

 1.a. Deviance and Social Power  
 Because law is inherently political, a violation means that 

crime is ultimately an expression of group conflict.  
 

 Law, and thus crime, is defined by those at the top 
of the social hierarchy (the power elite).  
 

 A basic criterion for  
defining crime is  
whether or not an act  
harms “society’s”  
interests (which are  
defined by those in  
power). Ex: the travel ban  
       Ex: criminalizing immigrants 

F. Crime and Justice 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IqhlQfXUk7w
http://www.antiwar.com/news/?articleid=2444
http://www.blueoregon.com/2005/10/offended_by_sou.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A2v0NrWr_DE
http://www.cnn.com/2017/02/28/politics/donald-trump-voice-victim-reporting/
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1.b. Deviance: A History of Social Conflict 
  

The social ranks (or classes) are, in part, defined by 
power. And since the higher social classes have unequal influence in the development 
of social norms and laws, the power elite determine what will and will not be considered 
deviant.   

 

i. In simple societies of hunter-gatherers, power is shared 
by the group – the community has extensive power to organize social life. 
Therefore deviance is minimized (the penalty is banishment). So, there is no need for police.  

 

ii. In tribal chiefdoms (rank systems like Native American tribes or the city-states of 
ancient Greece), the system of authority develops: chiefs have greater 
power to control the definition and outcome of violating the rules than others. 

 

iii. In feudal society, warlords control fiefdoms through the institutional 
forces of military violence and governmental intrusion.   

 
iv. In advanced industrial nations like America, organized social 

institutions are created to control deviance. In U.S. society, the criminal 
justice system is an example.  

F. Crime and Justice 

2. The U.S. Justice System 
 
a. Laws 
 - Code of law (written norms); decided upon by the   

   Legislative (branch of government (Congress, Assembly, Senate). 

 
b. Enforcement  (Policing) 
 - Police are typically middle class;  

 - The Executive branch of government controls enforcement. 
 - Enforcement techniques change over time;  
 

c. Court 
 - The Judicial branch of government makes the rules for  

   setting bail, allowing plea bargaining, picking juries, picking  
    adversaries (DAs), and sentencing convicts. 

 

d. Corrections/Prisons 
- Prisons are the modern method developed  
   to protect the larger society, deter crime and  
   rehabilitate criminals.  

 

F. Crime and Justice 

2a. LAW: Types of Crime 
 Defined by localities, states and federal government. 

i. Traditional Street Crime 

 1. Crimes against Persons 
 Direct violence, or threat of it  

(ex: assault, robbery) 

 2. Crimes against Property 
 Involves theft without force  

(ex: burglary, larceny) 

 

ii. Crimes against the “Moral Order” (Victimless Crimes) 
 Prostitution, Pornography,  

Sexual Crimes, Drug Possession,  
Gambling, etc. 

 More than ½ of all arrests and 80% of  
all police work is related to these types. 

F. Crime and Justice 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JvKIWjnEPNY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JvKIWjnEPNY
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2a. Types of Crime, cont. 
 

iii. Organized Crime 
 Business supplying illegal goods or services; very efficient and it 

involves the inevitable corruption of law enforcement. 

 

iv. White Collar Crime 
 Committed by people of high social position in the course of their 

occupations. 
  

v. Corporate Crime 
 Crimes committed by corporations against employees and 

consumers; The U.S. justice system is very lenient on corporate 
crime. 

 

 

F. Crime and Justice 

Crime Rates in the United States, 1960-2006 
Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation (2007). 

2b. ENFORCEMENT:  Structural Perspective 

The “Average” (Street) Criminal  
 From: FBI Uniform Crime Statistics 

 i.  Age 
 Persons between the ages of 15 to 24 

 14% of population, but make up 39% of arrests for violent crime and 45% of property 
crimes 

 ii. Gender 
 71.1% of property crimes and 83.1% of all violent crimes are committed by 

males 

 iii.  Social class and types of crime 
 Lower classes commit more “street crime” than the upper classes, but the 

upper classes often commit more complex crimes involving more money. Are 
America’s jails used to punish poor people? 

 iv. D. Race and Ethnicity 
 Minority groups members, especially young black males, are 

disproportionately incarcerated. 
Reasons include: 

 The broken opportunity structure, police targeting, racism 

F. Crime and Justice 

http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/ucr.htm
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/how-jails-are-warehousing-those-too-poor-to-make-bail/
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/how-jails-are-warehousing-those-too-poor-to-make-bail/
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2b. ENFORCEMENT: Conflict Perspective 
  

 i. Police protection: a fact for everyone?  
   The police are “agents of the middle  class” (Anderson, 

 Streetwise 1993) and have little accountability. 
    KNOW YOUR RIGHTS! 

 ii. Police Brutality 
   A fact of life in many regions of our nation (urban and  

 rural).  
  Example 1: The Guardian; “Charges of abuse sweep the nation” 

  Example 2: Wikipedia: List of Incidents 
 A report from the New York Civil Liberties Union recently looked at police use of 

Taser stun guns in the state, and revealed that in 60% of incidents where they 
were used, the incident did not meet the recommended criteria for such a 
weapon.  

 In Los Angeles, officers in the sheriff's department are accused of physically 
abusing some prison inmates and having sex with others. 

F. Crime and Justice 

2c. COURTS: “The Plea” (Frontline video) 
 
 i. Among the institutional dysfunctions in the court 

system should be included the current usage of the 
plea bargain. 

 1. What is a plea bargain? 

 2.What is the standard argument in favor of plea bargains? 
 3.What is the downside of plea bargains? 
 4.What is behind the rampant growth of plea bargains? 
 5.How are lawyers appointed for poor defendants? 
 

 see Frontline – The Plea > FAQs 
 

 
   

F. Crime and Justice 

2d. Corrections/Prisons (symbolic-interaction) 

 ii. Reasons for Imprisonment 

 1. Retribution 
 Moral vengeance is inflicted; 

 2. Deterrence 
 Discourages future deviance; 

 3. Rehabilitation 
 Reform offenders while in prison; 

 4. Societal Protection 
 Temporary removal of offender through incarceration; 

 Permanent removal by death penalty. 

 

F. Crime and Justice 

http://people.morrisville.edu/~reymers/readings/SOCI201/KnowYourRights-aclu-2013.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nIW9V6hYYOE&feature=share
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/oct/22/police-brutality-charges-us
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/oct/22/police-brutality-charges-us
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_cases_of_police_brutality_in_the_United_States
http://www.nyclu.org/news/nyclu-analysis-finds-misuse-of-tasers-police-across-ny-state
http://www.nyclu.org/news/nyclu-analysis-finds-misuse-of-tasers-police-across-ny-state
http://www.nyclu.org/news/nyclu-analysis-finds-misuse-of-tasers-police-across-ny-state
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/28/us/aclu-suit-details-wide-abuse-in-los-angeles-jail-system.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/28/us/aclu-suit-details-wide-abuse-in-los-angeles-jail-system.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/28/us/aclu-suit-details-wide-abuse-in-los-angeles-jail-system.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/plea/view/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/plea/faqs/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/plea/faqs/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/plea/faqs/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/plea/faqs/
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Source: http://www.docs.state.ny.us/images/facilitymapcolor.gif 
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iii. “Hidden Prisons” 
 
1. U.S. Maintaining Global Network of Secret Detention Facilities: 

Guantanamo was only the beginning  

 
2. Solitary confinement – 23hr. lockdown – is becoming a widely 

established deterrent to gang violence 
  The “SHU” (Single Housing Unit) at Pelican Bay;   
  Sgt. Hawkins Story 

  The psychological impacts of “hidden prisons” are taking a toll – and not only  on  the  
 prisoners. 

 
3. And what about “country club” prisons?   

Minimum security facilities for the upper class can be less stringent than higher security facilities, 
but are hardly “country clubs.” 

 

2d. Correction/Prisons 

F. Crime and Justice 

  iv. Is the Current Structure Making Things Worse?  

 1. High imprisonment rates (including longer  sentences, high 

rates of probation/parole revocation) are not a constructive way of dealing 
with the problem of non-violent property crimes (thefts) and drug offenses; 
may lead to overcrowding 

 2. Enormous expenses are paid to house these  offenders in prison; 

 3. Private prisons have questionable motives for incarceration; 

 4. Destruction of offenders’ lives and serious harm to their 

families; property laws infringed upon (known as asset forfeiture); 

 5. Because of racial targeting of the drug war, the harmful 

consequences of this policy are being concentrated in black communities, 
while the beneficiaries of the policy do not pay its price. 

2d. Correction/Prisons 

F. Crime and Justice 

 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/01/AR2005110101644.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/01/AR2005110101644.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/01/AR2005110101644.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/01/AR2005110101644.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/01/AR2005110101644.html
http://digitalcommons.pace.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1202&context=plr
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5584254
http://www.npr.org/player/v2/mediaPlayer.html?action=1&t=1&islist=false&id=5584254&m=5587415
http://www.fastcompany.com/magazine/62/realitycheck.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incarceration_in_the_United_States
http://online.ccj.pdx.edu/resources/news-article/prison-overcrowding-is-a-growing-concern-in-the-u-s/
http://www.kpbs.org/documents/2010/jan/20/california-state-auditor-fact-sheet3/
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/bja/181249.pdf
http://www.hr95.org/
http://www.drugwarfacts.org/cms/node/42
http://anne-braden.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/10/New-Jim-Crow-Book-Discussion-Kit.pdf
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3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 

 a. The War on Drugs began in the 1970s as a 
response to increased illegal drug use (particularly 
marijuana use) primarily in youth populations 
during the 1960s and the association of this drug 
use with anti-establishment thinking. 

 

 Punishments for drug possession and sale were 
dramatically increased. 

F. Crime and Justice 
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3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 
 b. The “war” is fought on two fronts 

following the following economic logic: 
decrease supply and decrease demand. 

  
  i. Supply: To decrease supply a 

 policy of interdiction has been used.  
   

 CSPAN: 1988 Congressional testimony  
 regarding drug interdiction 

    

F. Crime and Justice 

3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 

 b.i. Supply: Since much of the supply comes from the 
South and Central American countries of Columbia, 
Peru, Ecuador, Bolivia, and Mexico, a huge amount of 
money has been spent on: 

  - U.S. customs and border patrol 

  - Military interdiction in the countries of origin 
  http://www.house.gov/paul/tst/tst2000/tst091100.htm 

F. Crime and Justice 

3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 

 b.ii. Demand 

  In the 1970s, law became more punitive in drug 
sentencing; in the 1980s law enforcement and courts 
followed suit: 

  - 1973: mandatory minimum sentencing for  
     drug crimes 

  - NYS: Rockefeller Drug Laws 

  Number of prisoners in jail for drug offenses: 
  1980 =   50,000  

   2000 = 500,000 

F. Crime and Justice 

http://www.c-span.org/video/?2959-1/role-military-drug-interdiction
http://www.house.gov/paul/tst/tst2000/tst091100.htm
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3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 

 b.iii. The New York Rockefeller Drug Laws: 
 Enacted in 1973 under NY Governor Nelson Rockefeller 

 Laws mandate extremely harsh mandatory minimum prison terms for only 2 
ounces of a controlled substance; 4 ozs of narcotic poss. will get you 15 years 

 New York City is the marijuana arrest capital of the world – in 2010 over 50,000 
people were arrested in NYC alone for marijuana possession in public view (MPV). 

 As of 2008, approximately 14,000 people are locked up for drug offenses in New 
York State prisons; nearly 80% were never convicted of a violent felony. 

 This represents nearly 38% of the prison population of New York costing New 
Yorkers hundreds of millions of dollars every year. 

 In 2004, limited reforms occured. 

 In his first State of the State address in January 2009, New York Governor David 
Paterson was critical of the Rockefeller drug laws, stating, "I can’t think of a 
criminal justice strategy that has been more unsuccessful than the Rockefeller 
drug laws.“ 

 In April 2009, these laws were revised to remove the mandatory minimum 
sentences. Also, the sentencing was made retroactive, which allows more than 
1000 imprisoned convicts to apply to a court to resentence and possibly release 
them. 
               (Source: Wikipedia) 

F. Crime and Justice 

 

 

Source: http://www.wnyc.org/story/126232-marijuana-arrests/ 

http://blogs.villagevoice.com/runninscared/archives/2008/03/between_the_roc.php
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4209324
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4209324
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/State_of_the_State_address
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Paterson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Paterson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mandatory_sentencing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mandatory_sentencing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rockefeller_Drug_Laws
http://www.wnyc.org/story/126232-marijuana-arrests/
http://www.wnyc.org/story/126232-marijuana-arrests/
http://www.wnyc.org/story/126232-marijuana-arrests/
http://www.wnyc.org/story/126232-marijuana-arrests/
http://www.wnyc.org/story/126232-marijuana-arrests/


4/5/2017 

11 

 

Source: MarijuanaArrests.com 

3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 

 b.iv. The economic logic of the drug war has FAILED. 

 - Supply has only been dented by interdiction efforts which 
have led to violence, particularly at the borders between with 
drug-producing and distributing nations; 

Crime and Justice 

-Demand has 
remained the same 
(see chart ); 
 
-The drug war has 
created a “drug 
subculture,” but not 
only among 
minorities. 

Source: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES 

3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 

 c.i. Costs of the US Drug War 

 - Over $1 trillion dollars in tax money diverted to 
enforcement since 1973; 

 - Clogged courts and prisons; 

 - Additional direct and indirect crime; 

 - Kept organized crime very profitable. 

 - Furthered racial division and minority     
  mistreatment 

F. Crime and Justice 

http://marijuana-arrests.com/graph5.html
http://www.samhsa.gov/data/nsduh/2k10nsduh/2k10results.htm
http://www.samhsa.gov/data/nsduh/2k10nsduh/2k10results.htm
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3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 
 c.i. Costs of the US Drug War 
  Is the Drug War racist?  
 There are more African Americans under correctional control today—in prison or jail, on 

probation or parole—than were enslaved in 1850, a decade before the Civil War began. 
 As of 2004, more African American men were disenfranchised (due to felon 

disenfranchisement laws) than in 1870, the year the Fifteenth Amendment was ratified, 
prohibiting laws that explicitly deny the right to vote on the basis of race. 

 A black child born today is less likely to be raised by both parents than a black child born 
during slavery. The recent disintegration of the African American family is due in large part 
to the mass imprisonment of black fathers. 

 If you take into account prisoners, a large majority of African American men in some urban 
areas have been labeled felons for life. (In the Chicago area, the figure is nearly 80 
percent.) These men are part of a growing undercaste—not class, caste—permanently 
relegated by law to a second-class status. They can be denied the right to vote, 
automatically excluded from juries, and legally discriminated against in employment, 
housing, access to education, and public benefits, much as their grandparents and great-
grandparents were during the Jim Crow era. 

             Source: Michelle Alexander, author of The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the U.S., in UrbanHabitat.com 
 

*  Nixon administration official admitted to racial bias in starting the war on drugs. 
 

F. Crime and Justice 

US Prison Admissions by Race 
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From: http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~oliver/RACIAL/Reports/MadisonOverview.ppt 

 

http://www.vox.com/2016/3/22/11278760/war-on-drugs-racism-nixon
http://www.vox.com/2016/3/22/11278760/war-on-drugs-racism-nixon
http://www.vox.com/2016/3/22/11278760/war-on-drugs-racism-nixon
http://newjimcrow.com/
http://urbanhabitat.org/20years/alexander
http://www.vox.com/2016/3/22/11278760/war-on-drugs-racism-nixon
http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~oliver/RACIAL/Reports/MadisonOverview.ppt
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World Incarceration Rates in 1995 and 
US Race Patterns 
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From: http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~oliver/RACIAL/Reports/MadisonOverview.ppt 

The Effect of a Criminal Record on           
Employment Opportunities for Whites 
(demonstrates “labeling theory”: see p.377) 
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From: http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~oliver/RACIAL/Reports/MadisonOverview.ppt 

The Effect of a Criminal Record for  
Black and White Job Applicants  

(demonstrates “labeling theory”: see p.377) 
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From: http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~oliver/RACIAL/Reports/MadisonOverview.ppt 

http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~oliver/RACIAL/Reports/MadisonOverview.ppt
http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~oliver/RACIAL/Reports/MadisonOverview.ppt
http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~oliver/RACIAL/Reports/MadisonOverview.ppt
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3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 

 d. Alternatives to current drug policy: 

  Listen to the Diane Rehm show, 2/12/2015 (43:45) 

   

  i. Regulation (Decriminalization) 
 ensures product conformity with safety standards; 

 dries up need for criminal distribution networks; 

 provides government with revenues;  

 prisons and police work would be used for the truly 
dangerous. 

F. Crime and Justice 

3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 

 d. Alternatives to current drug policy: 

  ii. Legalization 

  Proponents of legalization argue that drug prohibition is the true  

 cause of much of the social and personal  damage that has 
 historically been attributed to drug use.  

  Even some law enforcement agencies consider legalization a  
 viable option, for example, “LEAP” (Law Enforcement Against  
 Prohibition) 

  Would legalization create more drug users?  
 (See the case of Holland, textbook Chp 13) 

 

 

F. Crime and Justice 

3. The contemporary U.S. War on Drugs 
 d. Alternatives to current drug policy: 
  iii. Redefinition 
  Rather than seeing drug possession and use as 

 a crime, it could be redefined as a medical  
 problem; those who succumb to the addictive 
 properties of drugs could receive rehabilitation 
 and treatment (paid for by resources currently 
 going toward imprisoning those same people – 
 and it would be significantly cheaper). 

 
  Some people see efforts to do this already taking 

 shape:  Obama's medicalization of America's war on drugs 

  
 
 

F. Crime and Justice 

http://thedianerehmshow.org/shows/2015-02-12/new_calls_for_reform_of_our_local_criminal_justice_systems
http://thedianerehmshow.org/shows/2015-02-12/new_calls_for_reform_of_our_local_criminal_justice_systems
http://thedianerehmshow.org/shows/2015-02-12/new_calls_for_reform_of_our_local_criminal_justice_systems
http://thedianerehmshow.org/shows/2015-02-12/new_calls_for_reform_of_our_local_criminal_justice_systems
https://harpers.org/archive/2016/04/legalize-it-all/
http://www.leap.cc/about/why-legalize-drugs/
http://www.sfgate.com/opinion/saunders/article/Obama-s-medicalization-of-America-s-war-on-drugs-3492897.php
http://www.sfgate.com/opinion/saunders/article/Obama-s-medicalization-of-America-s-war-on-drugs-3492897.php
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 Ultimately, based on all of the evidence available 
at the time, it must be accepted that the war on 
drugs has been LOST.  

 

 How can we change public opinion to reflect this 
reality? Can we, as a society, medicalize the 
problem of drug addiction, rather than criminalize 
it?  

 

 How can we deal with the problems of drug 
addiction and abuse that remain? 

 

F. Crime and Justice 


