
it seemed that things could hardly get worse—but 
by the mid-1980s, they did.

In the early 1980s, intrepid drug dealers dis-
covered that they could add baking soda and 
water to high-quality powder cocaine and bake 
the resulting solution to create small rocks. These 
rocks could be smoked in homemade pipes. Nick-
named “crack,” for the crackling sound the rocks 
make when broken, the drug could be bagged in 
small portions that could be sold for as little as $5 
each. Before, cocaine had been a yuppie drug, 
available only to those with the right connections 
and the right amount of cash. Now a teenager 
could buy it for less than a week’s allowance.

Crack delivered a potent high at a bargain 
price. As a result, it quickly found users—with 
devastating results. Highly concentrated, it cre-
ated a craving in most users that was so intense 
they would do shocking things to get more. Some 
crack addicts abandoned their children. Some 
began engaging in prostitution to get money to 
support their habits. Crack addicts broke into 
condemned buildings and stripped them of their 

contents, even the plumbing pipes, just to make 
more money to buy crack.

To serve this new market, open-air drug 
markets sprang up on street corners across 
urban America. In drug-infested neighbor-
hoods, teenagers often occupied the perfect 
dealing niche. Many were juveniles and thus 
were hard to arrest or at least to prosecute. 
Because the profits were so large, dealing drugs 
on a street corner was often a violent business. 
Street-level dealers became popular robbery 
targets; so they started carrying handguns. 
Neighborhood fistfights and gang brawls turned 
into running gun battles. Homicide rates, which 
had been rising slowly for years, skyrocketed. 
More than half the males arrested in nine major 
cities in 1988 tested positive for cocaine. In 
Washington, D.C., the figure was 59 percent, up 
from 14 percent in 1984. In Manhattan, the fig-
ure was more than 80 percent. A 1987 survey 
found that police classified more than a third of 
murders and two thirds of robberies and bur-
glaries as drug-related.28

FIGURE 14-2
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Source: M. W. Cahalan, Historical Corrections Statistics in the United States, 1850–1984 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 1986); E. Anne Carson and 
Daniela Golinelli, “Prisoners in 2012: Trends in Admissions and Releases, 1991–2012,” Table 18, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Washington, DC, December 2013, 
revised September 2, 2014, http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p12tar9112.pdf; E. Anne Carson and William J. Sabol, “Prisoners in 2011,” Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, Washington, DC, December 2012, http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p11.pdf; William J. Sabol, Heather C. West, and Matthew Cooper, “Prisoners in 
2008,” Bureau of Justice Statistics, Washington, DC, December 2009, revised June 30, 2010, http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p08.pdf.

  449Chapter 14  Crime and Punishment


