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The powerful grip of the wealthy is ubiquitous among every aspect of this country, and our prisons are no exception. Although statistics show that crime rates have dramatically decreased in the last ten years, the U.S. has much higher crime rates than any other Western democracy and a vast number of those who inhabit our prisons are the said "poor" citizens of our country. In Chapter 1 in The Rich Get Richer and the Poor Get Prison, author Jeffrey Reiman presents a few of the reasons why this is the case. Although this book has been in print for over 30 years and, I believe, nine editions, the facts stated are still largely true today, with the exception of some of the statistics, which have been updated in later editions. 

Reiman begins by criticizing the "tough crime laws" implemented by our government causing more people to be incarcerated for longer periods of time. He argues that Canada has also experienced such decreases in crime without such policies, so the trend must be an economic and demographic one, not a reaction to such laws. He also says that these laws infringe on the rights of the citizens, especially minorities and tends to lean heavily towards capitalism and turning profits.

From what I've taken from this class, much of what Reiman says is true. Our justice system is very biased and the increased use of private prisons proves his point. However, I feel that often times the consequences faced by those who commit crimes are too weak. This is not a prevention tactic, but an opinion that those who commit crimes should be forced to pay the consequences for their actions. I do, however, agree that not only the poor should have to pay while the wealthy are able to use their power to get lessened and sometimes no punishment whatsoever. 

The next thing Reiman discusses is what he calls "excuses" for high crime rates in the United States; things other people believe to be the causes of these rates, but Reiman ultimately disagrees with and argues against. The first excuse is that our justice system is too soft, and Reiman argues against by saying that, statistically, the U.S. is at least as likely as other countries to impose a prison sentence. The next excuse is that we live in such an industrialized society, which is quickly disproved due to the fact that other highly industrial countries have lower crime rates than we do. Third is youth. Youth do have an effect on a country's crime rate, but the amount of crime in a given area is not just dependent on the amount of young people that live there. The final excuse is that we don't know why our crime rates are so high. This is somewhat true; however, we do know that because our criminal justice system is a reactionary one, it only has so much impact on criminals who, in most cases, believe they won't be caught so a harsher sentence does little to frighten them. 

To me, Reiman does an excellent job of presenting these excuses in an understandable manner and proves them somewhat, if not completely wrong. From my experience, I have learned that communities with a higher population of youth tend to have more crime, especially lower-income families with parents working full-time forcing children to be on their own more frequently. This, from my experience, can sometimes lead to boredom and poor decision-making on behalf of the youth. In the neighborhood I lived in previously, many of the families had parents who were working a majority of the day which left the kids free to do what they wanted with minimal parental guidance and enforcement of positive activities. I believe this is one of the biggest reasons more petty crimes were committed in that neighborhood than in my new neighborhood, where most families have one parent supporting the family and one staying at home with the children. This, of course, could just be a coincidence, but I don't think it is.

After explaining what others believe to be the causes of our high crime rates, Reiman then describes less specific sources that are important factors in producing crime. The largest one of these is inequality, a theme throughout this chapter and book. He talks about relative deprivation, which is when a group is deprived of something they think they are entitled to while another group possesses it. This is commonplace in our society, as is strain theory, another idea Reiman mentions. Strain theory states that social structures within society encourages citizens to commit crime by constantly telling them that there is always something better out there and they will never be able to catch up to the latest and greatest. This can be a major source of crime for all social classes, but especially the poor. 

This idea of inequality is apparent in every aspect of our lives. Even I, a middle-class nobody, feels the pressure every day to own the latest technology and most fashionable brands. This mind set only confirms that inequality is a way of life in this country as well as helps to deepen the pockets of the wealthy, business-owning elites, which widens the trench of separation between the rich and the poor.

The second source discussed in Chapter 1 is prison conditions and our overuse thereof. Reiman states that conditions in our prisons are not conducive to the betterment of those who are kept there. They do not encourage pro-social behavior, and there are few programs helping inmates obtain skills they can utilize once they get out. 

From what I've seen, this is a problem that is on the mend. I've watched quite a few documentaries recently about programs within prisons, whether they be religious, educational, or recreational and how they growing and helping change the direction of the inmate's lives.

The third source deals with gun control, with an emphasis on handguns. Reiman notes that the amount of guns owned by citizens correlates with the amount of lethal violence. The easier it is to get a gun, the easier it will be to commit violent crimes. I completely agree with him here, and I think this problem has only worsened as time has gone by.

The fourth and final source of crime in the U.S. is drugs and our drug policy. The effects of drugs on crime are broken up into three main categories. First, the pharmacological effect which is the effect that drugs have on the body that reduces inhibition or stimulates other activity. Next is economic crime, which is prompted by the need for money to buy drugs. The higher the price of the drug, the greater incentive to commit the crime or engage in exchanges that are illegal. Last, systematic crime is violence caused by the lack of access to the civil system or corruption thereof due to powerful moneymakers in the drug business.

I concur that these are all very influential sources of our high crime rates. But I question how much of an effect they really have. The news is filled to the brim with stories of drug-related crimes happening every day and right in our communities. This cannot be denied. But the fact that most of these crimes being reported are committed by the poor—and often times not even legal citizens—of our country shows that the media is a source of distraction used to deter our attention away from bigger crimes being committed higher up the social ladder. This is one of the final points Reiman makes in this chapter and perhaps the one I agree with the most.

Overall, The Rich Get Richer and the Poor Get Prison details the inequality in our criminal justice system with a very liberal point of view which was very convincing, but it would have been nice to have more conservative views presented as well. Jeffrey Reiman's position on crime control in our country is made clear, and his ideas really prompted me to think about, as well as question, the ethics of his stance as well as the opinions others have on this issue. His ability to look at the broad picture of where crime really stems from gave me insights that had never occurred to me before, as well as further convinced me that elites (social as well as political) have a hand in nearly every issue this country faces. 

