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The Power of Context
(Part One)

BERNIE GOETZ AND
THE RISE AND FALL

OF NEW YORK CITY CRIME

n December 22\1984, the Saturday before
O Christmas, Bernhard Goetz left his apartment
in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village and walked

to the IRT subway station at Fourteenth Street
nd Seventh Avenue. He was a slender man in his late
thirties, with sandy-colored hair and glasses, dressed that
day in jeans and a windbreaker. At the station, he boarded
the number two downtown express train and sat down
next to four young black men. There were about twenty
people in the car, but most sat at the other end, avoiding
the four teenagers, because they were, as eyewitnesses

would say later, “horsing around” and “acting rowdy.”

Goetz seemed oblivious. “How are ya?” one of the four,

Troy Canty, said to Goetz, as he walked in. Canty was

lying almost prone on one of the subway benches. Canty

*and another of the teenagers, Barry Allen, walked up to
Goetz and asked him for five dollars. A third youth, James
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i Ramseur, gestured toward a suspicious-looki i

his pocket, as if he had a gun EMHM_M.OE Wiy s

“What do you want?” Goetz asked.

“Give me five dollars,” Canty repeated.

memm looked up and, as he would say later, saw that
Canty’s “eyes were shiny, and he was enjoying himself
He had a big smile on his face,” and somehow that E.Lm._m
and those eyes set him off. Goetz reached into his pocket
and pulled out a chrome-plated five-shot Smith and Wes-
son_.38, firing at each of the four youths in turn. As the
fourth member of the group, Darrell Omvmwul_mﬂﬂoanmamn
on the ground, Goetz walked over to him and said ..%om
seem all right. Here’s another,” before firing a m?r, bullet
into Cabey’s spinal cord and paralyzing him for life.

In the tumult, someone pulled the emergency brake
The other passengers ran into the next car, except for 36.,
women who remained riveted in panic. “Are you all
right?” Goetz asked the first, politely. Yes, she said. The

) mmnoaﬂ woman was lying on the floor. She wanted m.woﬂu
to a?:w she was dead. “Are you all right?” Goetz asked
her, twice. She nodded yes. The conductor, now on the

. e SR
scene, asked Goetz if he was a police othcer: 7

'\.Juﬂ.d\\!. w
) Zo.. said Goetz. “I don't know why 1 did it.” Pause
They tried to rip me off.” |
..Hrm conductor asked Goetz for his gun. Goetz
declined. He walked through the doorway at the front of
the car, unhooked the safety chain, and jumped down onto
the tracks, disappearing into the dark of the tunnel.
In the days that followed, the shooting on the IRT
caused a national sensation. The four youths all turned
out to have criminal records. Cabey had been arrested
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previously for Jrmed robbery, Canty for theft. Three of
them had screwdrivers in their pockets. They seemed the

nE_oo%Bﬁ:o:rmf:mlmotnm ﬁr:m*nﬁnmvw:mmn% m:
urban-dwellers and the mysterious gunman who shot
them down seemed like an-ave ing angel. The tabloids
dubbed Goetz the Sau ind the “Death
Wish Shooter.” On radio call-in shows and in the streets,
he was treated as a hero, a man who had fulfilled the secret
fantasy of every New Yorker who had ever been mugged
or intimidated or assaulted on the subway. On New Year’s
Eve, a week after the shooting, Goetz turned himself in to
a police station in New Hampshire. Upon his extradition
to New York City, the New York Post ran two pictures on
=—oiie of Goetz, handcutte and head bowed,
roy Canty — black,

its from
being led 1nto custody, and one ©
defiant, eyes hooded, arms folded — eing released from
the hospital_The hieadline read, " Led Away 1n Cuffs While
Wounded Mugger Walks to Freedom.” When the case
came to trial, Goetz was casily acquitted on charges of
assault and atrempted murder. Outside Goetz’s apartment
building, on the evening of the verdict, there was a raucous,

impromptu street party.

E,

The Goetz case has become a symbol of 2 particular, dark
moment in New York City history, the moment when
the city’s crime problem reached epidemic proportions.
During the 1980s, New York City averaged well over
2,000 murders and 600,000 serious felonies a year. Under-

-

ground, on the subways, conditions could only be
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described as chaotic. Before Bernie Goetz boarded the
:.E.:_umn two train that day, he would have waited on a
dimly lit platform, surrounded on all sides by dark, dam

graffiti-covered walls. Chances are his train s.m.m _mmm,
because in 1984 there was a fire somewhere on the Zmﬂw
ﬁo_.r system every day and a derailment every other week
Pictures of the crime scene, taken by police, show that Hrn_
car Goetz sat in was filthy, its floor littered with trash and

et

arwgvhm_m_umﬂm_m:m thick with graffiti, but that wasn’t
unusual rmn»ﬁé% € 6,000 cars in the
Transit Authority fleet, with e exception of the midtown
shuttle, was covered with grafhiti — top to _uom.n.oE inside
__and out. In the winter, the cars were cold because few were
adequately heated. In the summer, the cars were stiflingl
hot because none were air-conditioned. Today, the :E._M
ber two train accelerates to over 40 miles an hour as it
wzav_mm toward the Chambers Street express stop. But
it’s doubtful Goetz’s train went that fast. In 1984 .Hrm..n
were 500 “red tape” areas on the system — places ,di._mna
track damage had made it unsafe for trains to go more
than 15 miles per hour. Fare-beating was so commonplace
Hw.mﬁ.: was costing the Transit Authority as much as $150
a.:___m.i in lost revenue annually. There were about 15,000
?.”_o:_am on the system a year —a number that ﬂ.ﬁch
hit 20,000 a year by the end of the decade — and harass-
ment of riders by panhandlers and petty criminals was
so pervasive that ridership of the trains had sunk to its
lowest level in the history of the subway system. William
Bratton, who was later to be a key figure in New York’s
mmnnmmmmz~ fight against violent crime, writes in his auto-
biography of riding the New York subways in the

s
0

\
&
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1980s after living in Boston for years, and being stunned at

what he saw:

After waiting in a scemingly endless line to buy a token, I
tried to put a coin into a turnstile and found it had been
purposely jammed. Unable to pay the fare to get into the hw
system, we had to enter through a slam gate being held { ¥
open by a scruffy-looking character with his hand out — .
.AM.J Raving disabled th ti demandin

that riders give him their tokens canwhile, one of his
cohorts had his m the coin slo t the QA

~mred comns and leaving his slobber. Most people were
too inumidated to take these guys on: Here, take the {
damned token, what do 1 care? Other citizens were going

over, under, around, or through the stiles for free. It émm/hu
\

like going into the transit version of D i

This was New York City in the 1980s, a city in the grip of
one of the worst crime epidemics in its history. But then,
suddenly and without warning, the epidemic tippe
a high-in—s996,—the crime rate went into pre
decline. Murders dropped by two-thirds. Felon

cut i half, Other cities saw their crime drop in the same
period. But in no place did the level of violence fall farther

or faster. On the subways, by the end of the decade, there
were 75 percent fewer felonies than there had been at the
decade’s start. In 1996, when Goetz went to trial a second
time, as the defendant in a civil suit brought by Darrell
Cabey, the case was all but ignored ress, and
Goetz himself seemed almost Eﬂwm.wnrao:mm At a time

T L e s

when New York had become the safest big ¥ty in the

country, it seemed hard to remember precisely wRat it was

n_@_ncﬁm
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that Goetz had once symbolized. It was simply inconceiv-
able that someone could pull a gun on someone else on the
| subway and be called a hero for it.

2.

This idea of crime as an epidemic, it must be said, is a little
strange. We talk about “epidemics of io_mnnmauo”. crime
waves, but it’s not clear that we really believe that crime
?.,:oém the same rules of epidemics as, say, Hush Puppies
m.:r or Paul Revere’s ride. Those epidemics involved rela-
tively straightforward and simple things — a product and a
message. Crime, on the other hand. isn’t a single discrete
Hr:.u , but a i _Eomanw.m ossibl
Am_,.ﬁm and complicated set of behaviors. Criminal acts have
serious consequences. They require the criminal to do
moBQr_:m that puts himself at great personal peril. Tosay -
%ﬁ someone is a criminal is to say that he is evil or vio- .
p _Eﬂmmmmlwn dishonest or unstable or any combi-
nation of any of those things — none of~which is a
m_m.w.nmo_ommom_ state that would seem .Emﬂwﬂ&
casuatty; from one person to another. Criminals do riot, :.H
other words, sound like the kind of people who noc_n_,_um
swept up by the infectious winds of an epidemic. Yet some-
how, in New York City, this is exactly what occurred. In
the years between the beginning and the middle of .Hrn
1990s, New York City did not get a population transplant
Nobody went out into the streets and successfully tau r__.“
every would-be delinquent the distinction between ﬂmm_.:“
and wrong. There were just as many ps chologically n_mm.:-
aged people, criminally inclined people, living in the city at

Iy o -
g———
—— 1....1.1 R R e
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the peak of the crime wave as in the trough. But for some
thousands of those people suddenly
stopped committing crimes. In 1984, an encounter
berween an angry subway rider and four young black
youths led to bloodshed. Today, in New York’s subways,
that same encounter doesn’t lead to violence anymore.
How did that happen? \.9.6 %@%T%&Q o
The answer lies in the third of the principles of epidemic
transmission, the Power of Context. The Law of the Few
looked at the kinds of people who are critical in spreading
nformation. The chapter on Sesame Street and Blue’s Clues
looked at the question of Stickiness, suggesting thatin order
to be capable of sparking epidemics, ideas have to be memo-
rable and move us to action. We've looked at the people
who spread ideas, and we've looked at the char Cleristcs of
successtul 1deas. But the subject of this chapter — the
Power of Context — is no less important than the first two.
Epidemics .re sensitive to the conditions and circumstances
of the umes and places in which they occur. In Baltimore,
syphilis spreads far more in the summer than in the winter.
Hush Puppies took off because they were being worn by
kids in the cutting-edge precincts of the East Village — an
environment that helped others to look at the shoes in ¢
new light. It could even be argued that the success of Pau
Revere’s ride — in some way — owed itself to the fact tha
it was made at night. At night, people are home in bed
which makes them an awful lot casier to reach than if the
are off on errands or working in the fields. And if someon
wakes us up to tell us something, we automatically assum
the news is going to be urgent. One can only imagine hot
«Paul Revere’s afternoon ride” might have compared.

reason tens of
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/04?”_:.. N_Mwmo MdMMm.r w HWEF is Mm_mﬂ?m_w m.ﬁnmmmramoaém&. But have gradual effects. In New York the decline was any-
m ' than The, Lower O ﬂoaﬂmﬁ is that we are more thing but gradual. Something else clearly played a role in
A W .._.Hu;mﬁ sensitive to changes in context. We’re exquisitel reversing New York’s crime nm.aaawn.
LV sensitive to them. And the kinds of . intrigui . ¢ i
a_Mw\ e I 0. . contextual ch t The most intriguingca e for that “something
.,,Vwc Xu émbw_mﬂ[p%wmmmﬁm.wﬁh pidemic are very different than is called the Broken Windows theory. Broken Windows
p .KP(,. SBugnt on inarily suspect, was the brainchi o%/mrw..mlawso_omwmﬂm James Q. Wilson
;N.. \%%}. and George Kelli Jeanand Kelling argued that crime
y ,m \ 3. is the inevit It of disorder¥f a window is broken
ﬁ.vw O.WJ Duting the 1 : . . sd left unrepaired, people walking by will conclude that
\/ R Seates mcn ‘ wwow vio ME.nEBn m..n..a__nmn_ across the United 10 one cares and no one is in charge. Soon, more windows
legal Rmn_m:m :Mnmro *mz.._% mn«m_mrﬁmogmam reasons. The will be f anarchy will spread.irom
P s o HOSEP which had spawned a great the building © *Taces, sending a signal
e e nno:oamvmmﬂumm mE.u_ drug dealers, began to that anythin i inor problems like
many people who Bmw_ﬂm r«maﬂsn recovery meant that graffiti, public disorder, and aggressive pannandiing, they
legitimate jobs m:mﬂmmm_m t have been _Enn._ into crime got write, are all the equivalent 0 roken %._o:m
. , and the general aging of the popu- t0, QL6 SEHONS CAMES,
ation meant that there were fewer people in the age
sjority of all <mo_mbﬂmo%_.|%mﬂ Muggers mnm. robbers, whether om@oﬁcs._mﬁ.a or pro-
Sion of why crime declined in New York Cit ._._ & s fessional, believe _&Q ﬂ.mmsnn their chances of being
2 little more complicated. In the period 1 _M, owever, 13 nmcmrn.oa even identified if ﬂrmw operate on streets é.rwﬁ
Yorle epidensic tippéd mo. . v.a:m when the New @oﬁoﬁﬂwm__ victims mnm.m_nnmm% intimidated by prevailing
o niovad. T PP wn, the city's economy hadn’t conditions. If the =m.mr_uo}a.,om cannot keep 2 #.uonrn_r
.m. oved. It was still stagnant. In fact, the city’s poorest some ﬁmbrmn&mn from annoying mmmmﬁw_&w the thief may
neighborhoods had just been hit hard by the welfare cuts reason, it is even less likely to call the police to identify a
of &m .mml% 1990s. The waning of the crack cocaine epi- potential mugger or to interfere if the mugging actually
demic in New York was clearly a factor, but then again, it takes place.
Wmm been m: steady decline well before crime dipped. “)m
mN“ﬁMWM NWQMMM %Mamﬁw:_ﬂﬂo? because m.:” heavy m:,:..:m- Thisisane idemic th f crime. Tt says that crime is
seiges ol sgovs 4 Hﬂ n__n—GmOmu the city was getting conta Tous — just as a fashion wrend is contagious — that
rends are | -wm , not older. In any case, all of these it can start with @ DTOKE o And Spread o an entire
ong-term changes that one would expect to Zommunity. The Tipping Fomtin this epidemic, though,
-—
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the paint. On stainless-steel cars, solvents were used. '

< ] - 3
isn’t a particular kind of person — a Connector like Lois
the painted cars, the graffiti were simply painted o

dﬂm_mvmﬂ ora Maven_like Mark Alpert. It’s something
sic : : - > .

...w.k% Mmu__”m raffiti. The impetus to engage in a certain Gunn made it a rule that there should be no retreat, t
Kind o 101 1 . ; P . .

\ chavior is not coming from a certain kind of per- once a car was “reclaimed” it should never be allowec

l..f.rl.ll.ll
son bu . - — ..
t from a feature of the environment. be vandalized agam. “We were religious about 1t

HJ the mid-1980s Wm__mug/ﬁ%rm New York said. At the end of the number one Tine in the Brc
Transit Authority as a consultant, and he urged them to where the trains stop before turning around and gc
_u:ﬂ. the w.ﬂor.m: Windows theory into” practice. They back to Manhattan, Gunn set up a cleaning station. Ifa
o_u:m&_ bringing in a new subway director by the name of came in with graffiti, the graffiti had o be removed du
David Gunn to oversee a multibillion-dollar rebuilding of the changeover, or the car was removed from sen
the subway system. Many subway advocates, at the time, “Dirty” cars, which hadn’t yet been cleansed of gra!

tol : .
d Gunn not to worry about graffiti, to focus on the . dea we

were never to be mixed wit e

send an unambiguous message to the vandals themselv

larger a_.._mmmo:m of crime and subway reliability, and it
mwmﬁmn_ like reasonable advice. Worrying about graffiti ata ad@mﬂﬁ%ﬁmlna on one hundred thi
c:.:w when the m:aa.m system was close to collapse seems as fifth Street where the trains would lay up over night,” G
_%ﬁf/wo_n:amm as .mnEmug:m the mmnwm.oﬁ .&:.. Titanic as it headed said. “The kids would come the first night and paint the
toward .Hrm icebergs. But Gunn insisted. <The graffit was of the train white. Then they would come the next n
of the collapse of the system,” he says. “When after it was dry, and draw the outline. Then they w

come the third night and color it inltwas a three-day
We knew the kids would be working on one of the «
trains, and what we would do is wait for them to f
their mural. Then we’d walk over with rollers and pa
over. The kids would be in tears, but we’ just be goir
and down, up and downAf was a message to them.

want to spend three nights of your time vandalizing a’
fine. But it’s never going to see the light of day.”

i i A..‘W, you looked at the process of rebuilding the organization
m Y . m:.m morale, you had to win the battle against graffiti.
Without winning that battle, all the management reforms
| and physical changes just weren’t going to happen. We
i were about to put out new trains that were worth about
| ten million bucks apiece, and unless we did something to
i protect them, we knew just what would happen. They
{ would last one day and then they would be vandalized.”
| i mcsﬂ.%mdﬂ up a new management structure and a pre- ch_:.m graffiti m_mm::_u Hn.uow m.:uE —.wm.h* T
et of goals and timetables aimed at cleaning the sys- that point, the Transit Authority bk Wi st STetD
tem line _d‘ line, train by train. He started with the number head the transit police, and the second stage of the
| seven train that woz:mnﬁm O:mm:m to midtown gm:rmﬁmz“ mation of the mcvém% AyeRt _Unmmz. g
. and began experimenting with new techniques to clean oft Gunn, a disciple of Broken Windows. He desc
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Kelling, in fact, as his intellectual mentor, and so his first
step as police chief was as seemingly quixotic as Gunn’s.
With felonies — serious crimes — on the subway system at

all-time hi ton decided to crack down on fare-
vmmﬂw: . Why? Because he believed that, like graffiti, fare-
.me.c;m could be a signal, a small expression of disorder that
invited much more serious crimes. An estimated 170,000
people a day were entering the system, by one route or
another, without paying a token. Some were kids, who sim-
ply jumped over the turnstiles. Others would lean back-
ward on the turnstiles and force their way through. And
once one or two or three people began cheating the system,
other people — who might never otherwise have consid-
ered evading the law — would join in, reasoning that if
some people weren’t going to pay, they shouldn’t either,
and the problem would snowball. The problem was mxmnm_r_
bated by the fact fare-beating was not easy to fight. Because
there was only $1.25 at stake, the transit police didn’t feel it
was worth their time to pursue it, particularly when there
were plenty of more serious crimes happening down on the
platform and in the trains.

Bratton 1s a colorful, charismatic man, a born leader,
and he quickly made his presence felt. His wife mﬂmwmnm_
behind in Boston, so he was free to work long hours, and
he would roam the city on the subway at night, mm:mum a
sense of what the problems were and how best to fight
H_”.mH. First, he picked stations where fare-beating was the
_Hm.mamn problem, and put as many as ten policemen in
olainclothes at the turnstiles. The team would nab fare-

b

ing, in a dai i
mw....!fr sy .nn.—m:._u on the plattor

on fare-beatets. Previously, police officers had been wary
of pursuing ffire-beaters because the arrest, the trip to the
station hous¢, the filling out of necessary forms, and the
waiting for those forms to be processed took an entire
day — all for a crime that usually merited no more than a
slap on the Wrist. Bratton retrofitted a city bus and turned
it into a rolling station house, with its own fax machines,
phones, holding pen, and fingerprinting facilities. Soon the
turnaround time on an arrest was down to an hour. Brat-

v i
ton also insisted that a check be run on all those arrested.

s e ———————

Sure enough, one out of seven arrestees had an outstand-

—

——

ing warrant for a previous crime, and one out of t
was_carrying a weapon o mo:._nlm_mnmrmcmmm:_% it wasn’t
hard to convince police officers that tackling fare-beating
made sense. “For the cops it was a bonanza,” Bratton
writes. “Every arrest was like opening a box of Cracker
Jack. What kind of toy am I going to get? Gotagun? Gota
knife? Got a warrant? Do we have a murderer here? . ..
After a while the bad guys wised up and began to leave
their weapons home and pay their fares.” Under Bratton,
the number of ejections from subway stations — for
drunkenness, or improper behavior — tripled within his
Grst few months in office. Arrests for misdemeanors, for
the kind of minor offenses that had gone unnoticed in the
past, went up . een 1990 and 1994. Bratton
rurned the transit police into an organization focused on
the smallest infractions, on the details of life underground.

_ After the election of Rudolph Giuliani as mayor of
New York in 1994, Bratton was appointed head of the
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New York City Police Department, and he applied the
same strategies to the city at large. He instructed his offi-
cers to crack down on quality-of-life crimes: on the
“squeegee men” who came up to drivers at New York
City intersections and demanded money for washing car
windows, for example, and on all the other above-ground
equivalents of turnstile-jumping and graffiti. “Previous
police administration had been handcuffed by restric-
tions,” Bratton says. “We took the handcuffs off. We
stepped up enforcement of the laws against public drunk-
_enness and public urination and arrested repeat violators,
including those who threw empty bottles on the street or
efé involved in even relatively minor damage Hollmm.m-
ertyiTTs 1 street, you were going to ]al
When crime began to fall in the city — as quickly and dra-
“matically as it had in the subways — Bratton and Giuliani
pointed to the same cause. Minor, seemingly insignificant
acm@om;mn crimes, they said, were Tipping Points for
violent crime.

Broken Windows theory and the Power of Context
mEC

\

»

are one an ame. | hey are both based on the premise

that an epidemic can be reversed, can be tipped, by tinker-

ing with 1 T details ol the maémﬁ __________
- i

ment. This is, if you think about it, quite a radical idea.
Think back, for instance, to the encounter between Bernie
Goetz and those four youths on the subway: Allen, Ram-
seur, Cabey, and Canty. At least two of them, according to
some reports, appear to have been on drugs at the time of
the incident. They all came from the Claremont Village
housing project in one of the worst parts of the South
Bronx. Cabey was, at the time, under indictment for

P ,BW,./Q < 4

THE POWER OF EQNTEXT ( /1
e P -

B o By,
armed robbery. Canty had a prior felony arrest for posses- -
sion of stolen property. Allen had been previously arrested
for attempted assault. Allen, Canty, and Ramseur also all
had misdemeanor convictions, ranging from criminal mis
chief to petty larceny. Two years after the Goetz shooting
Ramseur was sentenced to twenty-five years in prison for
rape, robbery, sodomy, sexual abuse, assault, criminal use
of a firearm, and possession of stolen property. It’s hard to
be surprised when people like this wind up in the middle
of a violent incident.

Then there’s Goetz. He did something that is com-
pletely anomalous. White professionals do not, as a rule,
shoot young black men on the subway. But if you look
closely at who he was, he fits the stereotype of the kind of
person who ends up in violent situations. His father was a
strict disciplinarian with a harsh temper, and Goetz was
often the focus of his father’s rage. At school, he was the
one teased by classmates, the last one picked for school
games, a lonely child who would often leave school in
tears. He worked, after graduating from college, for West-
inghouse, building nuclear submarines. But he didn’t last
long. He was constantly clashing with his superiors over
what he saw as shoddy practices and corner-cutting, and
sometimes broke company and union rules by doing work
that he was contractually forbidden to do. He took an
apartment on Fourteenth Street in Manhattan, near Sixth
Avenue, on a stretch of city block that was then heavy
with homelessness and drug dealing. One of the doormer
in the building, with whom Goetz was close, was beater
badly by muggers. Goetz became obsessed with cleaning
up the neighborlisod. He complained endlessly about :

el
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vacant newsstand near his building, which was used by
vagrants as a trash bin and stank of urine. One night, mys-
teriously, it burned down, and the next day Goetz was out
on the street sweeping away the debris. Once at a commu-
nity meeting, he said, to the shock of others in the room,
oing to clean up this street is to get
7 In 1981, Goetz was mugged
by three black youths as he entered the Canal Streert sta-
tion one afternoon. He ran out of the station with the

three of them in pursuit. They grabbed the electronics
equipment he was carrying, beat him, and threw him up
against a plate-glass door, leaving him with permanent
damage to his chest. With the help of an off-duty sanita-
tion worker, Goetz managed to subdue one of his three
attackers. But the experience left him embittered. He had
to spend six hours in the station house, talking to police,
while his assailant was released after two hours and
charged, in the end, with only a misdemeanor. He applied
to the city for a gun permit. He was turned down. In Sep-
tember 1984, his father died. Three months later, he sat
down next to four black youths on the subway and started
shooting.

Here, in short, was a man with an authority problem,
with a strong sense that the system wasn’t working, who
had been the recent target of humiliation. Lillian Rubin,
Goetz’s biographer, writes that his choice to live on Four-
teenth Street could hardly have been an accident. “For
ie,” she writes, “there seems to be something seduc-

i e

setting. Precisely because of its deficits and
-

comprehensible target

ad i yunanrk
gl U et
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external worl with his inte
rails about the dirt, the noise, the drunks, the crime, the
pushers, the junkies. And all with good reason.” Goetz’s'
bullets, Rubin concludes, were “aimed at targets that
existed as much in his past as in the present.”

If you think of what happened on the number two
train this way, the shooting begins to feel inevitable. Four
hoodlums confront a man with apparent psychological
problems. That the shooting took place on the subway
seems incidental. Goetz would have shot those four kids
if he had been sitting in a Burger King. Most of the
formal explanations we use for criminal behavior follow
along the same logic. Psychiatrists talk about criminals as
people with stunted psychological development, people
who have had pathological relationships with their par-
ents, who lack adequate role models. There is a relatively
new literature that talks about genes that may or may
not dispose certain individuals to crime. On the popular
side, there are endless numbers of books by conservatives
talking about crime as a consequence of moral failure —
of communities and schools and parents who no longe:
raise children with a respect for right and wrong. All of
those theori essentially ways of saying that_the
criminal is a ?Eos»gﬁm|Ewan. dis:
m:ma.m%mmnm:gq to the norms of norma
society—People with stunted psychological developmen
St understand how to conduct healthy relationships
People with genetic predispositions to violence fly off th:
handle when normal people keep their cool. People whe
aren’t taught right from wrong are oblivious to what is an¢
what is not appropriate behavior. People who grow uj

rnal one. He




poor, fatherless, and buffeted by racism don’t have the
Same commitment to social norms a5 those from healthy
middle-class homes. Bernje Goetz and those four thugs on
the subway were, in this sense, prisoners of their own,
dysfunctional, world,

But what do Broken Windows and the Power of
Context suggest? Exact y the opposite, They say that the

criminal — far f; Ing_someone 2§

Y sensitve to his environmen,
who is alert to al] kinds of cues, an who is prompted to

commit crimes based on Tis perception of the world
)’II‘IIII"I-"""I.I'

m«ocuarma.};m:.mm: incredibly radical — and in some
sense unbelievable — jdea. There is an even more radical
dimension here, T wer of Conte environmental
argument. It says that behavior js of’social con-
text. But it is a very strange kind of envirdnmentalism, In
the 19605, liberals made a similar kind of argument, but
when they talked about the importance of environment
they were talking about the importance of fundamental
social factors: on Said, was the result of social
mjustice, of structural economic Inequities, of unemploy-
ment, of racism, of decades o Institational and socia]
eglect, so that if you wanted to stop crime you had to
undertake some fairly heroic steps. But the Power of Con-
text says that what really matters ;s little things. The Power
of Context says thar the showdown on the subway
between Bernie Goets and those four youths had very little

to do, in the end, with the tangled psychological pathology
of

and very little as well to do with the background
mgimg. and
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everything to do with the message sent by the graffiti on
the walls and the disorder at the turnsti he Power of
Context says you don’t have to solve the big problems to
solve crime. You can prevent crimes just by scrubbing off
graffiti and arresting fare-beaters: crime epidemics hay
Tipping Points every bit as simple and straightforward as

This is what I meant when I called the Power of Context a
radical theory. Giuliani and Bratton — far from being’
conservatives, as they are commonly identified — actually
represent on the question of crime the most extreme lib-
eral position imaginable, a position so extreme that it is

almost impossible o accept. How can it be thar swhat was

going on in Bernie Goetz’s head doesn’t matter? And if it
——— e

is really true that it doesn't matter, why js that fact s hard—
: 4
to believer

4.

In chapter 2, when I was discussing what made someone
like Mark Alpert so important in word-of-mouth epi-
demics, I talked about two seemingly counterintuitive
aspects of persuasion. One was the study that showed how
people who watched Peter Jennings on ABC were more
likely to vote Republican than people who watched either
Tom Brokaw or Dan Rather because, in some unconscious
way, Jennings was able to signal his affection for Republi-
can candidates. The second study showed how people
who were charismatic could — without saying anything
and with the briefest of exposures — infect others with
their emotions. The implications of those two studies go



