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on U.S. soil, changed domestic and foreign policies and law enforcement in ways impacting 
the entire populace. The USA PATRIOT Act, among other things, reduced restrictions on intel-
ligence collection and broadened discretion on detaining and deporting immigrants suspected 
of terrorist activities. In 2011, President Barack Obama extended the provisions for roving wire-
taps, searches of business records, and surveillance of individuals with no connection to a 
particular terrorist group. Opponents of the Act believe the provisions overextend the powers 
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and allow for monitoring of telephone calls, emails, 
and financial records without the added safeguard of a search warrant.15 Contemporary evi-
dence and the information revealed by Edward Snowden, a former CIA and NSA employee, 
supports the notion that records of U.S. citizens are being collected.

WHAT IS CRIME?
Sometimes the most difficult questions to answer are the simplest ones. For example: 

What is crime? The most commonly accepted answer is that crime is the breaking of a law 
for which the criminal justice or some other governing authority prescribes punishment. 
Crimes are defined differently across geographic regions such as localities, states, and nations. 
Additionally, what constitutes a crime may be contingent on the characteristics of the per-
son committing the act or the person being victimized. For instance, some acts by minors 
are illegal (i.e., status offenses), whereas the same action by an adult is legal. Definitions of 
crime are not static and change over time. Certain actions once illegal are now legal, and new 
restrictions on behavior may have been unthinkable years ago.

Street Crimes
When asked to identify a crime, most people will respond by listing offenses regularly 

portrayed in the media: murder, rape, robbery, or vehicle theft. But these responses represent 
an incomplete set of crimes. These acts are commonly referred to as street crimes. Street 
crimes are considered those that are relatively common and serious involving a victim and 
offender who come together in space and time. This includes crimes such as homicide, rape, 
sexual assault, robbery, and physical assault. Some people view street or violent crimes as 
those involving a stranger who commits the crime. While this happens, a large proportion 
of violent crime occurs between people known to one another. For example, in 2010, 40% 
of male victims and 64% of female victims of nonfatal violence reported that they knew the 
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Figure 1.3  n  Percentage of Violent Crime Involving Weapons, 2010

Estimates of violence involving weapons are relatively stable year to year. What may account for the stability in the 
distribution of weapons used in violence year to year although the overall level of violence may change?

Source: Adapted from Table 4 in National Crime Victimization Survey: Criminal Victimization 2010. Jennifer L. Truman. 
September 2011. U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics.
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