Youth Crime
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Crime is a problem that plagues any society.
As a nation grows bigger and more complex, the
conditions that foster crime multiply: greater
concentration of poor’ in the cities, inadequate
police protection, increased use of drugs and
alcohol, etc. As centers of commerce and popula-
tion, cities have always been the areas most hard
hit by crime, from simple theft to murder. Until
recently, most crimes in the U.S. were com-
mitted by adults, those who had exhausted or
never found their opportunities to succeed
within the provisions of the law, and had to
resort to illegal means in order to survive. Now.
however, this criminal body® is abetted by a
large corps of teenagers. These youths, because
of a legal system that does not punish them,
operate with impunity,®> scorning law officers
who try to apprehend them.

The court system has not been able to adjust
to the new wave of youth crime. The laws are
still structured so that a minor (a person below
eighteen years of age) who commits a crime will
not have to go to jail; rather, he will, at worst, be
sent to a juvenile home for a few months of
“correction”; or, he might merely be released
into the custody of his parents. Usually, unless
the youth is a regular offender, he will be re-
leased with no punishment whatsoever. The
reason behind this is that we fancy ourselves to
be a “humane™ society, where mistakes are
tolerated; if one errs when he is young, we
must not punish him so as to make him resent
society. Instead, we should give him another
chance in life. The assumption is that if a young-
ster is pardoned, he will realize his mistakes and
become a responsible member of society. Un-
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fortunately, however, this is mere wishful think-

ing,® for instead of the offenders being grateful

for being pardoned, they see a way to commit
crimes with no threat of punishment. The youths

know that they will only be released or given a

short term sentence; the criminal life, then. is

made attractive. Recognizing this incentive, older
criminals often get teenagers to do their work for
them: the youth gets a healthy® commission, and
the professional gets a no-risk cut’ of illicitly
made money.

Aside from the laws themselves, the courts
present a problem with the lenient sentences
passed out by the judges. In a celebrated case
recently, a youth was acquitted on a rape charge,
because the judge proclaimed that the morals of
the community (where many girls wore short
skirts and see-through blouses®) led the boy to
commit his act. The judge ignored the fact that
the girl who was raped in this case was not
seductively attired, and presented no extra-
ordinary allurement. The type of mentality dis-
played by the judge is quite common, and ac-
counts for many instances of youths committing
heinous crimes, and being released with no
punishment.

The courts are further hampered by many
witness’ refusal to testify against a youth. They
fear retaliation: they feel that if they testify
against a youth, he or his friends will respond by
harming them, their families, and their property.
Very few teenagers act singly; most belong to
gangs.” Gangs have been a part of our cities for
years, existing for several reasons. Many youths,
fearing the hostile elements around them, join
gangs for safety; as members they will have pro-
tection from young rowdies.'® The gangs also
provide an insecure youngster with instant status:
as related in the Jet theme song from “West Side
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Story,”' ! when a lad joins the gang,
Little boy, you're a Man,
Little man, you're a King.

In groups the teenagers have strength, making
them an even greater threat.

A contributing factor to the problem of youth
crime is the breakdown of the family unit in
many city homes. Often, a family will only have
one parent, due to desertion, death, or illegiti-
mate births. The current phenomenon of teenage
mothers is producing a large number of children
without stable homes. Overcrowding, drugs,
alcoholism, extra-marital sex relationships, filth,
and poverty have all combined to make many
ghetto families 1[11161411[ and as a result not con-
ducive to a child’s learning a consistent, strong
set of values. With no one to set a positive
example, a child will naturally look to local
heroes to emulate; and when those with the
greatest status are pimps, drug dealers, and
thieves, then that sort of behavior becomes
socially acceptable, and even desirable. Indeed,
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there is often tremendous peer pressure” ~ against

a youth’s holding tradi tionally “good” values,
such as trustworthiness, respect for property,
etc. and, if one wants the respect of his peers, he
must adopt the mores'® of the community,
which might include dishonesty, disrespect, etc.
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This recalcitrant attitude has caused untold prob-
lems in the nation’s schools, where the youths
congregate for much of the year: crime is as
rampant there as it is elsewhere. Many people
blame the schools for turning out such bad
students; yet, the students are the ones who
make it difficult to run an efficient school.

One might think that the motivation for crime
would be to get money. This is often the case,
but there is a disturbing trend towards mere
wanton destruction. People are mugged'* for
sport, money being only a secondary objective;
and vandalism,'® a crime that yields no profit
whatsoever, is going up. The youngsters are
taking a sadistic view of society, which is mani-
fested in their violent outbursts. Nationwide, the
vogue is to push any question of “rights™ to the
limit, and the teenagers are apparently trying to
see just how far they can go.

Unless some changes are made, the problem
can only continue to grow worse. Under the
current system, youngsters have no respect for
the law, and have no reason to, for the law does
not provide any sort of deterrent to their com-
mitting crimes. In fact, it encourages them to
break the law, for they can do what they want
with no fear of punishment. The first step, then,
would be to restructure the laws so that youths
who commit adult crimes can be punished by the
same standards as adults. When subject only to
juvenile court decisions, a youth builds no
criminal record, and receives sentences that are
not commensurate to the degree of his crime; if
he knew beforehand that he could face a long jail
term, he might not be so bold. This has been
tried in New York, New Orleans, Memphis and
Atlanta, with the result being a reduction in
youth crime; it seems, then, to be a positive step.

Another possibility that has been experi-
mented with is that a youth must pay back the
person he has robbed or harmed. Often, he must
work directly for that person to pay off his debt.
Youths who do this emerge with a greater
amount of responsibility, and respect for others;
however, this approach has not been implement-
ed often enough to show significant results.

Some have suggested that we involve the
youth’s family directly in the rehabilitation pro-
cess, which is extremely costly, by making the
parents subsidize the child’s stay in a correctional
institution. If he must pay out of his own
pocket for his child’s punishment, a parent will
be more likely to guide the youngster with a
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strong hand, so that he will stay out of trouble.
Thus, the family, by assuming a portion of the
financial burden, must be responsible for its own
> members, rather than allowing them to vent their
- hostility on society at will.

+ This emphasis on family responsibility can be
extrapolated to encompass the whole com-
munity: each community must take it upon itself
to' ¢ fight crime. All citizens must band together
and help, be it'” by testifying against an of-
fender or by offering council to an errant \outh
If a youngster knows that his en].ulment will
A be vigorously pursued by a number of people
: working together, he will be less likely to break
= the law than if he were operating against a frag-
R mented, fearful society. Counsellors are now
stressing to youths that they have themselves
only, and not society, to blame for their prob-
% lems. The attempt is to get them to take the
NT responsibility for their rehabilitation upon them-
i selves. rather than to look for excuses and scape-
goats."” We must all take a strong, positive at-
titude towards the problem, for if we do not it
could contribute to the breakdown of our cul-
ture. We now realize that we are faced with a
serious problem; what remains to be seen is
whether or not we can come up with 20 a con-
sistent, effective method of dealing with it.
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