Enhancing the Impact of Criminology on the Global Stage:  A Brief Essay


The field of criminology seeks to understand and explain crime, with the subsequent goal of reducing its frequency and minimizing the severity of its negative impacts.  Like the field of medicine, this necessitates the need to develop both preventative and curative strategies, and to implement them widely, across virtually every aspect and dimension of society’s public and private sectors.  
We face a host of interactive and compounding challenges in these efforts, and there seem to be few if any answers at present.  In this context, the field of criminology today is very much like the field of medicine 200+ years ago.  There are seemingly insurmountable crime problems today, just as there were seemingly insurmountable health issues at the turn of the 19th century…small pox, bubonic plague, polio, consumption, scurvy.  There was a significant amount of guesswork in medicine in that era, as there was very limited epistemological understanding, and an accompanying negligible body of knowledge regarding cause, consequence and cure.  There were few valid diagnostic instruments or methodologies.  There was a dearth of sound diagnostic capability or understanding, and consequently a paucity of consistent and effective treatment modalities.  This allowed society to respond to illness and accident using crude, homespun, untested remedies, rather than effective, evidence-based options.  In addition, even when new medical developments and procedures were found, they often ran afoul of political winds and public sentiment, and were cast aside.  That is largely not the case today.  
So what did medicine do to move from where it was then, to where it is now?  Death has not and of course never will be eliminated, and yes, there is still guesswork in the field of medicine, but there is a substantial body of contemporary medical knowledge, much epistemological understanding, and a general communal embrace and acceptance of new medical developments and breakthroughs.  As a result, many of life’s serious diseases have been eradicated, and the negative impacts of illness and accident have been significantly mitigated in the aggregate.  Life expectancy has more than doubled since 1800, and it is a markedly improved longevity.  What accounts for this progress?  A public health specialist would likely churn out half-a-dozen reasons, and yes, it’s more than just advances in the field of medicine, of course.  The field of medicine, however, has contributed significantly to contemporary human longevity and vitality.  So I ask yet again, what did the field of medicine do to move forward as it has, and what can we in criminology learn from the strategic model medicine utilized to achieve those results?
The field of medicine, I propose, embraced a five-point strategy over the past two centuries, and we should do the same:
1.  It adopted a cross-national, ubiquitous academic oriented model.  Schools of medicine have sprouted up in quality institutions of higher education the world over in the last 200 years, and there are now scores of professional medical associations scattered all across the globe.

2.  It embraced the principle of connectivity in every context.  The medical field has moved to the point where there are immeasurable levels of interaction, collaboration, and exchange in every possible milieu, aided of course by the ease of contemporary travel and electronic communication.
3.  It embraced an inter-disciplinary perspective and sought intellectual “consilience,” conjoining diverse academic fields and areas of exploration in an attempt to seek etiological understanding and subsequently craft effective responses. It is not unusual today to see an article in a medical journal co-authored by researchers from a number of different disciplines from a number of different institutions and even from a number of different countries (per point #2).

4.  It moved to an evidence-based evaluation standard.  

5.  It engaged in forward leaning marketing efforts designed to integrate new knowledge within every communal sector.  By tailoring both the message content and the communication strategy to “match and then catch” the divergent audiences that make up the body politic, medicine succeeded in generally establishing policies and practices based on evidence rather than on public clamor.

There are a host of interactive forces at work in our contemporary world, pushing and pulling at the boundaries and borders of peace and civility.  Criminology today, like medicine some 200 years ago, is faced with a literal plethora of concerns. We cannot eliminate crime any more than physicians can eliminate death.  We can, however, reduce the severity of our contemporary crime challenges (just as medicine has mitigated the impacts of illness and accident) by adopting the same 5-point strategic orientation as did medicine some two centuries ago. 

So where do we start?  The first step, to me, is to embrace the ubiquitous stratagem –  to markedly increase the presence of criminology/justice education in the colleges and universities of the world.  If we wish to enhance social justice, heighten the sense of communal peace and security, improve socio-economic stability, and reduce corruption, we start by growing and developing justice education programs in our higher education systems worldwide, and at home.  At the same time, and an integral, synergistic aspect of this plan, is to further grow and develop professional societies of criminology across the globe.  These two efforts must be undertaken in tandem to achieve the needed ends as they symbiotically build on each other.  It may take another generation or two to see justice education establish itself in some of the far reaches of our world, and even longer to ultimately realize the complete impacts of this overall strategy, but I am convinced that it will work.

Great challenges lay ahead as we mutually respond to the inequities and injustices in the world around us.  There are people to be fed, reefs and forests to be protected, life in all forms to be preserved, and wrongs to be righted in many spheres.  By clinging to this proposed 5-point strategic model, we can improve the environments in which we live, and as a result, peace, justice and equity will be more frequent visitors to our homes, our neighborhoods, our nations, and our world.         
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