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dialogues

Does Abortion Prevent Crime?

By StevenLevitt and SteveSailer
UpdatedTuesdayAug. 24, 1999, att:24PM PT

From: Steven Levitt
To: Steve Sailer
Postedvionday,Aug. 23, 1999, ab:32PM PT

In recentweekstherehasbeena lot of mediacoverageof a paperJohnDonohueand| recentlywrote
connectingthe legalizationof abortionin the 197G to reducedcrimein the 199Gs. (A preliminaryversion

of the paperis postedhere) The purposeof the studyis to betterunderstandhe reasongor the sharp
declinein crime duringthis decadewhich, prior to our researchhadlargely eludedexplanationWhile
therearemanyothertheoriesasto why crime declined(more prisonerspetterpolicing, the strong economy,
the declineof crack,etc.),mostexpertsagreethat noneof thesevery convincinglyexplainsthe 30 percent
to 40 percenfall in crime sincel991.

Thetheoreticalustificationfor our argumentestson two simpleassumptionsl) Legalizedabortionleads
to fewer"unwanted"babiesbeingborn,and2) unwantedbabiesaremorelikely to sufferabuseandneglect
andarethereforeat anincreasedisk for criminal involvementlaterin life. Thefirst assumptionthat
abortionreduceghe numberof unwantedchildren,is truevirtually by definition. The secondassumption,
that unwantecathildrenareatincreasedisk for criminal involvement,is supportedoy threedecade®f
academiaesearchlf oneacceptdhesetwo assumptionghena directmechanisnby whichthe legalization
of abortioncanreducecrime hasbeenestablishedAt that point,the questionmerelybecomesils the
magnitudeof the impactlargeor smalP?

Our preliminaryresearctsuggestshat theeffectof abortionlegalizationis large.Accordingto our
estimatesasmuchasone half of the remarkabledeclinein crimein the 199G may be attributableto the
legalizationof abortion.We baseour conclusionson fourseparatelataanalyses.

First, we demonstrateéhat crimeratesbeganto fall 18 yearsafterthe landmarkSupremeCourtdecisionRoe
vs. Wade legalizedabortionacrosghe nation, justthe pointat which babiesborn underlegalizedabortion
would bereachingthe peakadolescentrimeyears.In my opinion,this is the weakesf our four data
analysesin a simpletime series manyfactorsarenegativelycorrelatedwith crime. Furthermoretheworld
is a complicatedplaceandit would besimplisticto believethat legalizedabortioncould overpowerall other
socialdeterminant®f crime.

Secondwe showthat thefive stateghat legalizedabortionin 1970-threeyearsbheforeRoe vs. Wade--saw
crime beginto decreaseoughlythreeyearsearlierthanthe restof the nation. Thisis a bit moreconvincing
to mebut still far from conclusive.

Third, we demonstratehat statesvith high abortionratesin the mid-1970 havehad muchgreatercrime
decreases the 199G thanstateshat hadow abortionratesin the 197Gs. This relationshipholdstrue even
whenwe takeinto accountchangesn the sizeof prison populationsjumberof police, povertyrates,
measure®f the economy changesn welfaregenerosityand otherchangesn fertility. Thisis the evidence
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that reallystartsto be convincing,in my opinion.

Fourth,we showthat theabortionrelateddropin crimeis occurringonly for thosewho todayareunderthe
ageof 25. Thisis exactlythe agegroupwe would expecto be affectedby thelegalizationof abortionin the
early197@. Thatis whereour paperstops.Our paperis a descriptiveexerciseattemptingto explainwhy
crime fell. While our paperhighlightsonebenefitof allowing womento determinewhetheror notto bring
pregnancieso term,we makeno attempto systematicallyanalyzethe manypossiblecosts andenefitsof
legalizedabortion.Consequently, weanmakeno judgmentsto whetherlegalizedabortionis good orbad.
In no waydoesour paperendorseabortionasa form of birth control.In no waydoesour papersuggest that
the governmenshouldrestrictany woman'sright to bearchildren. Although thesearethe mostinteresting
issuesfor the mediato discusspur paperactuallyhasvery little to sayon suchtopics.

| think the crux of the misinterpretatiorof our studyis that criticsof our work fail to seethe distinction
betweenidentifying a relationshipbetweensocialphenomenandendorsingsucha relationship Whena
scientistpresentevidenceahat global warmings occurring,it doesnot meanthat heor shefavorsglobal
warming,but merelythat thescientistbelievessucha phenomenomxists.Thatis preciselyour position
with respecto thelink betweenabortionandcrime: We arenot arguingthat sucha relationshipis good or
bad, merelythat itappeardo exist.

As anaside,it hasbeenbothfascinatinganddisturbingto me how the mediahaveinsistedon reportinghis
asa studyaboutrace,whenracereally is not anintegralpartof the story. Thelink betweerabortionand
unwantednesg@ndalsobetweenunwantednesandlater criminality, havebeenshownmostclearlyin
Scandinaviardata.Abortion ratesamongAfrican-Americansare higher,but overall, far moreabortionsare
doneby whites.Noneof our analysisis racebasedbecause¢he crime databy raceis generallynot deemed
reliable.

| look forwardto hearingyour thoughts.| aminterestedn your views on thepaperandits analysis but also
on thebroadertopic of the coverageof scientificresearchn the popularpress particularlywhenit relatesto
sensitive subjectike abortion,crime,or race.Do you thinkany good come$rom a public discussiormf
academicstudiessuchasthis one? What,if anything, couldbe doneto makesuchpublic debatesore
productive?

From: Steve Sailer
To: Steven Levitt
PostedTuesday Aug. 24, 1999, ail2:30AM PT

Your openminded searclor thetruth, no mattetow disturbingit mayturn outto be, epitomizeshe
scientificideal. Your studyof abortionandcrimeis exactlywhatthe socialsciencesieedmoreof:
courageoushard-headednquiriesinto the big topicsthat everybodelseis afraid to touch.Evenmore
impressiveis your behaviorsincethe controversystarted (Somebackgroundor readersOn Aug. 15, |
circulateda critique of StevenLevitt andJohnDonohue'sheorythat legalizedabortionreducedcrimeto the
HumanBiodiversity DiscussionGroup.A memberpassedt on to Stevenanddespitehis beingdeluged
with mediarequestshe wrote to thankme for my criticisms.We thenstartedup ane-mail exchangethis
Slate "Dialogue’is its public continuation.)
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With luck, I'll haveroomin my nextmessagéo respondo your importantquestionsabouthow to make
public andacademidiscoursdess moralisti@nd morerealistic.(Short answerJunkpolitical correctness.)
Today!'ll stick to the empiricalissues.The problemwith your abortion/reducedrime theoryis notthat it
encouragesabortionor eugenicreasoningor whatever put that it's largelyuntrue.Your biggest
methodologicamistakewasto focuson thecrime ratesonly in 1985 andl997. Thus, you missetie 800-
pound gorillaof crimetrends:therise andfall of the crackepidemicduringtheinterveningyears.

Here'stheacidtest. Your logic impliesthat thebabieswho managedo getbornin the'70s shouldhave
grownup tobe especiallaw-abiding teengn the early'90s. Did they?

Not exactly.In reality, theywenton theworstyouth murderspreein Americanhistory. Accordingto FBI
statistics,the murderratefor 1993'scrop of 14-to 17-yearolds (whowerebornin the high-abortionyears
of 1975 to1979)wasa horrifying 3.6 timesthat ofthe kids whowere 14 to17 yearsold in 1984 (whowere
bornin the pre-legalizationyearsof 1966 t01970).(Click hereto seethe graph.)in dramaticcontrastover
the sametime spanthe murderratefor those25 andover (all born beforelegalization)dropped6 percent.

Your model would alsredictthat therecentdeclinein crime shouldhaveshownup firstamongthe
youngestput the oppositewastrue. The murderratefor 35- to 49-yearolds hasbeenfalling sincethe early
'80s, andfor 25-to 34-yearoldssincel991, butthetwo mosthomicidalyearsfor 14-to 17-yearolds were
1993 and1994.

The dubiousnessf your theorybecome®venmoreobviouswhenwe breakdownthis post Roe vs. Wade
generatiorby race.

Now, you saythat yourtheoryisn't "aboutrace,"but simply aboutthe greaterikelihood that "unwanted"
babieswill grow up tobe badguys.Thatcorrelationsoundsplausible.Still any realistictheoryabout
abortionandcrime mustdealwith the massivecorrelationbetweernviolenceandrace.As you note African-
Americanshavethreetimesthe abortionrateof whites.You don'tmention,however that, aslanetReno's
JusticeDepartmenflatly stateghat "blacksare8 timesmorelikely thanwhitesto commithomicide."
Therefore blackscommitmoremurdersthanwhitesin total aswell asper capita.

So,let'slook at just black malesbornin 1975 t01979. Sinceheir motherswere havingabortionsat three
timesthe white rate,that shoulchavedrivendowntheir youth murderrate.Instead from 1984 t01993 the
black male youthhomiciderategrewan apocalyptic5.1 times(Click hereto seegraph.)This blackjuvenile
ratealsogrewrelativeto the white juvenile murderrate,from five timesworsein 1984 tol1 timesworsein
1993.

Why, then,is this generatiorbornin 1975 t01979 nowcommittingrelatively fewer crimesasit age# It
makesno senséo give the creditto abortion,which so catastrophicallyfailed to keepthem on thestraight
and narrowwhentheywerejuveniles.Instead the mostobviousexplanations the upsand downsof the
crackbusinessyvhich first droveviolent crime up inthe late '‘80s andearly'90s, thendroveit downin the
mid andlate '90s. That'swhy the crime ratehasfallen fastestexactlywhereit had previouslygrownfastest
asaresultof crack-in the biggestcities (e.g.,New York) andamongyoung blackmales.This generation
bornright afterlegalizationis betterbehavedodayin partbecauseso manyof its badapplesarenow
confinedto prisons,wheelchairsand coffins. For example overthelasttwo decadeshe U.S. hasdoubled
the numberof blackmalesin prison, tonearlyl million.

More encouraginglythe biggestdeclinein murderfrom 1993 t01997 wasamongthe newestgeneratiorof
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black malesaged14 to17. These&ids born mostlyin the early'80s survivedabortionlevelssimilar to those
facedby thecrime-ridden197540-1979 generationYet, their murderratein 1997 wadess tharhalf that of
the 14-to 17-yearoldsof 1993. Seeingheir big brothersgunneddownin drive-by shootingsandtheir big
sisters becomingrackwhoresmay havescaredhem straight.

Admittedly, it's still theoreticallypossiblethat withoutabortionthe black youth murderratewould have say,
sextupledinsteadof merelyquintupling.Still, there'sa moreinterestingquestion:Why did the placeswith
the highestabortionratesin the'70s (e.g.,NYC andWashingtonD.C.) tendto sufferthe worstcrackdriven
crime wavesin the early'90s?

From: Steven Levitt
To: Steve Sailer
PostedTuesday Aug. 24, 1999, a6:30PM PT

It is sorefreshingto havesomeonehallengeour studybasedon thefactsinsteadof the kneejerk reactions
| havebeenhearingandreadingaboutin the pressthe lastfew weeks.

The setof factsthat you offeris indeedchallengingto our theory: Thelate '80s and early'90s were periods
of high innercity youthhomicide,fueledby thecrackepidemic,decliningjuvenile punishmentandthe
increasedavailability of handgungo kids. | would neverdenythat legalizedabortionis only onefactor
amongmanythat affectcrime rates.Accordingto our estimatesabortionhashadthe effectof suppressing
crime by aboutl percenperyearoverthelastdecadeComparedvith the gyrationsin the crimerate
causedoy otherfactors,this is pretty small stuff. But sincetheimpactof abortionbuilds yearafteryearas
more cohortsof potentialcriminalsarecoveredby legalizedabortion(unlike factorssuchascrack,which
tendto rise andfade),eventuallythe impactof abortionbeginsto overwhelmthe noisein the data.

Becausdhetime-seriesdataaresovolatile, | havealwaysbeenmoreconvincedby thecrossstatechanges
in crimethat weuncover(seemy previouse-mail). In particular,we find that by 1997, crimamongthose
underage25 hadfallen muchmoresharplyin high-abortionstateghanlow-abortionstatesThe samewas
not truefor crime amongthose25 andover.| do nothavethe dataat my fingertipsto seewhatwas
happeningacrossstateso 17-yearoldsin theearly'90s. This is clearly datal shouldgatherandanalyze.

Your hypothesighat cracknot abortion,is the story, providesa testablealternativeto our explanatiorof the
facts.You argue:

1. Thearrival of crackled to largeincreasesn crime ratesbetweenl985 andhe early'90s, particularly
for innercity African-Americanyouths.

2. Thefall of the crackepidemicleft manyof the badapplesof this cohortdead,imprisoned, oiscared
straight. Consequently, nonly did crimefall backto its original pre-cracklevel, but actually
droppedevenfurtherin a "overshoot"effect.

3. Statesthat hadnhigh abortionratesin the'70s werehit harderby thecrackepidemicthusany link
betweenfalling crimein the'90s andabortionratesin the'70s is spurious.

If eitherassumptiori or 2 istrue,thenthe crackepidemiccanexplainsomeof therise andfall in crimein
the '80s and'90s. In orderfor your crackhypothesido underminethe "abortionreducescrime” theory,
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however,all threeassumptionsnusthold true.
So,let'slook at the assumption®ne by oneandseehow theyfare.

1. Did thearrival of crackleadto rising youth crime? Yes.No argumenfrom me here.

2. Did thedeclinein crackleadto a "boomerang'effectin which crime actuallyfell by morethanit had
risenwith the arrival of crack? Unfortunatelyfor your story, theempiricalevidenceoverwhelmingly
rejectsthis claim. Using specificationssimilar to thosein our paper,we find that thestateswith the
biggestincreasesn murderovertherising crackyears(198591) did seemurderratesfall faster
betweenl991 andl997. Butfor every10 percenthat murderosebetweenl985 andl991, itfell by
only 2.6 percenbetweenl991 andl997. Foryour story toexplainthe declinein crime that we
attributeto legalizedabortion,this estimatewould haveto be aboutfive timesbigger.Moreover,for
violent crime andpropertycrime,increasesn thesecrimesoverthe period198591 areactually
associateavith increasesn the period199197 aswell. In otherwords,for crimesotherthanmurder,
the impactof crackis not evenin theright directionfor your story.

3. Werehigh-abortionratestatesn the'70s hit harderby thecrackepidemicin the'90s? Giventhe
precedingparagraphthis is a mootpoint, becausall threeassumptionsnustbe trueto underminethe
abortionstory, butlet'slook anyway.A reasonabl@roxy for how hardthe crackepidemichit a state
Is therisein crimein that stateoverthe period198591. Yourtheoryrequiresa largepositive
correlationbetweenabortionratesin a statein the'70s andtherise in crimein that statebetween
1985 andl1991. Infactthe actualcorrelationsdependingon thecrime category rangebetween-.32
and+.09 Thus, theclaim that highabortionstatesarethe samestatesghat werehit hardesty crackis
not true empirically. While somestateswith high abortionratesdid havea lot of crack(e.g.,New
York andD.C.), Vermont,Kansas Hawaii, Massachusettend Washingtonwvereamongthe 10 states
with the highestabortionratesin the'70s. Thesewere not exactlythe epicenter®f the crack
epidemic.

So,whatis thefinal tally? Two of the key assumptionsinderlyingyour alternativehypothesisappearo be
false: Theretreatof crackhasnotled to an"overshoot"in crime, causingt to be lower than1985, anceven
if it had,the stateswith high abortionratesin the '70s do notappeartto be affectedparticularlystrongly by
the crackepidemic.Moreover,whenwe re-run our analysiscontrolling for both changesn crime ratesfrom
1985 t01991 andhelevel of crimein 1991, theabortionvariablecomesn just asstronglyasin our
original analysis.

Crackclearly hasaffectedcrime overthe lastdecadeput it cannotexplainawayour resultswith respecto
legalizedabortion.

The besttestof anytheoryis its predictivevalue. Theabortiontheorypredictsthat crimewill continueto
fall slowly for thenext10 to15 yearsAlso, thedeclinesin crime shouldcontinueto be greaterin high-
abortionstateghanin low-abortionstatesWhatdo you predicbasedon yourcracktheory? If you are
willing to wait 10 yearsperhapswve canresolvethis debate.

From: Steve Sailer
To: Steven Levitt
PostedWednesdayAug. 25, 1999, ail2:30AM PT
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| suspecthat boththe readersvho havestuckit out with usthis far andthe professorsat Harvard,Stanford,
andthe University of Chicagowho heardyou presenyour theorymustbe thinking roughlyalongthese
lines:"Well, I'm not surel followed all the statisticaldetails,but Professolevitt's basicpointis pure
common senseAs long asabortionrids usof morefetusedikely to becomegangmembersit simply must
reducecrime." Thatwould explainwhy thosehigh-poweredacademic$orgot to point out to you that, contre
your theory,whenthefirst generatiorto "benefit" from beingculled by legalabortionreachedagesl4 to

17, theywenton ahomicidalrampage(Click hereto seeFBI graph.)

Therefore ratherthanmudwrestlein the numbershere,I'll privatelysendyou mytechnicalsuggestionsn
this essay]'ll stepbackandexplainwhy this straightforwardnsight might not actuallywork in practice.

The widespreadssumptiorthat yourtheorymustbe correctrevealsjust how manypeopledeepdown
believe,whethertheyadmitit publicly or not, that "certainpeople"arejust permanentlymoreincorrigible
thanothers.As a contenderfor the World'sLeastPolitically CorrectHuman,I'm sympatheticlt's ironic, but
becausd've beenarguingfor yearsthat genetidiversity affectssociety,| wasone of the few to noticein
this particularcasethat crimehasrisenandfallen not becauseve areabortingthe poorandblackand
unwanted but becausef that stapleof genteelliberal commentaryCultural Forces(e.g.,crack).

Your "differential fertility" logic hasa fascinatinghistory. Thatthe poor outbreedherich wasnotedat least
aslong agoasAdam Smith'sThe Wealth of Nations. A long line of both conservativeand progressiveanail-
bitershaveworriedthat abourgeoisighat'sself-disciplinedandresponsibleenoughto useabstinencer
contraceptiorwill somedaye demographicallyswampedoy aworking classtoo sexuallyindulgentand
disorganizedo preventpregnanciesThe"eugenicists'fearedthe spreadof the lower ordersinadequate
geneswhile the"euculturalists'"dreadedheir cruderculture. And agnosticoon thesubjectrealizedthat
while disentanglinghatureand nurturewasextremelydifficult (only with the adventof twin andadoption
studieshavewe mademuchprogress)the precisemechanisnmatteredsurprisinglylittie. Whetherfrom
genesor upbringingor both, peoplewho aretoo irresponsibleor incompetento preventmostunwanted
pregnanciesendto havefairly irresponsibleor incompetenthildren. Thus, manyunreligiousright-wingers
and WASP progressivege.g.,MargaretSangerfounderof PlannedParenthoodyupportedabortionasthe
antidoteto the bad demographieffectsof contraceptionAbortion would allowthe working classto tidy up
its mistakes.

This logic impliesthat legalizedabortionshouldreduceillegitimacy. And sinceillegitimacy is closelylinked
to crime, thereforeabortionmustreducecrime. Right? Yet, abortionandillegitimacy both soaredduringthe
"70s, andthenthe youthviolent-crime ratealsosoaredvhenthekids born duringthat decaddit their teens.
How come?

In theory,legal abortionreducesnurderby being,in effect,"prenatalcapitalpunishment.'But, first, it's not
very efficient. Like Herod,we haveto eradicatemanyto getthe onewe want. While genesand upbringing
do affectcriminality, there'sso muchrandomnesshat predictinghe destinyof individual fetusess hard.

Secondwhatif besidesa contraceptiveusingbourgeoisieandan abortiorrusingworking class,therealso
existsan underclasso whom, inthe wordsof HomerSimpson,"Life is just a bunchof thingsthat happer?
Whatif in the'70s membersf the underclasslidn't effectively useeithercontraceptioror abortion,but,
beingtoo destituteor distractedor drunk or druggedtheyjust tendedto let shithappenall theway to the
maternityward? And whatif thelegalizationof abortiongavethem anexcuseto be evenless carefulbout
avoiding pregnancyIn fact,in your paperyou citeevidencethat 60 percento 75 percenof all fetuses
abortedin the'70s would nevethavebeenconceivedwithoutlegal abortion.If that'swhat happenedcross
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all classestheincreasean carelesgpregnanciespecificallyamongthe underclassnight havebeenso big
that itnegatedhe eugenicor euculturalisteffectsof abortion.

Thus, legalizingabortionwould havethinned theranksof the respectabl®lack working classbut not the
black underclassilts culturalinfluencewould therefordhavemounted. Justomparethe working-classblack
musicof the'60s (e.g.,Motown) with the underclasgangstaap of the late '80s, which spreadhelethal
busta-cap codeof the EastCoastand WestCoastcrackdealersacrossAmerica.

Third, legalizingabortionfinishedoff the traditionalshotgunwedding.Earlier,the pill hadshifted
responsibilityfor not gettingpregnanto thewoman.Then,legal abortionrelievedthe impregnating
boyfriend of the moral duty of making anhonestwomanout of her. This would driveup theillegitimacy
rate.

Finally, evenmorespeculatively put alsomorefrighteningly, the revolutionin socialattitudesthat excused
terminatingthe unbornmay alsohavehelpedpersuadeiolent youthsthat theycould be excusedor
terminatingthe born.

To conclude you askfor my predictionon crimetrends.Becausgyou failedto usedatathat focused
preciselyenoughon particulargenerationge.g.,the highly violent groupborn after Roe vs. Wade in 1975-
1979),your model hagonsistentlyfailed to evenpredictthe past.For example,n utter contrastto your
logic, themurderratefor 14-to 17-yearolds evenin thelow crimeyearof 1997 wa®4 percenhigherthan
it wasfor 14-to 17-yearoldsin 1984. Yet,overthe samespan,the murderratefor 25- to 34-yearolds
(born pre-legalization)hasdropped27 percent(Click hereto seeFBl table.)

Thus myfaith in your theory'sability to forecastthe future is limited. Lastweek,in the HumanBiodiversity
discussiorgroup,the polymathGregoryCochran(who wasthe co-subjectof the Februaryl999Atlantic
coverstory on hisnew Darwiniantheoryof disease)yespondedo your predictionthat crimewill fall slowly
for anotherl0 to 15 yearsassumingall elseis equal:"A countefprediction:that all elsewill not be equal.
Social changearemoreimportantto crimetrendsthanabortion,they'restill ongoing,andthey'relikely to
dominate."At somepointin the future whenblackteensno longeremembemuchaboutthe previous
generation'self-inflicted crackwound,somebodywill invent anewdrug. Thenwe'll be backon another
drug-epidemiedrivencrimeroller coaster.

Steven D. Levitt is a professor of economics at the University of Chicago and a research fellow at the
American Bar Foundation. His primary research focus is the economics of crime and the criminal justice
system. Click here to read his paper on abortion and crime.

SteveSaileris a businessmaandwriter. He is the founderof the HumanBiodiversity e-mail discussion
group. His work canbe foundhere
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