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The most important of these consequences is that justice still
remains largely un-Enlightened by empirical evidence about
the effects of its actions on public safety and public trust.

Historians may despair at defining a coherent intelléc-
tual or philosophical content in the Age of Enlightenment,
but one idea seems paramount: “that we understand nature
and man best through the use of our natural faculties”
(May 1976, xiv) by systematic empirical methods, rather
than through ideology, abstract reasoning, common sense,
or claims of divine principles made by competing religious
authorities. Kant, in contrast, stressed the receiving end of
empirical science in his definition of Enlightenment: the
time when human beings regained the courage to “use one’s
own mind without another’s guidance” (Gay 1969, 384).

Rather than becoming experimental in method, social
science became primarily analytic. This distinction between
experimental manipulation of some aspect of social behav-
ior versus detached (if systematic) observation of behavioral
patterns is crucial to all social science (even though not all
questions for social science offer a realistic potential for
experiment). The decision to cast social science primarily in
the role of critic, rather than of inventor, has had lasting
consequences for the enterprise, especially for the credibility
of its conclusions. There may be nothing so practical as a
good theory, but it is hard to visibly—or convincingly—
demonstrate the benefits of social analysis for the reduction
of human misery. The absence of “show-and-tell” benefits of
analytic social science blurred its boundaries with ideology,
philosophy, and even emotion. This problem has plagued
analytic social science ever since, with the possible excep-
tion of times (like the Progressive Era and the 1960s) when
the social order itself was in crisis. As sociologist E. Digby
Baltzell (1979) suggested about cities and other social insti-
tutions, “as the twig is bent, so grows the tree” Social science
may have been forged in the same kind of salon discussions
as natural science, but without some kind of empirical
reports from factories, clinics, or farm fields. Social science
has thus famously “smelled too much of the lamp” of the
library (Gay 1969). Even when analytic social science has
been most often used, it is rarely praised as usefu.

That is not to say that theories (with or without evi-
dence) have lacked influence in criminology, or in any
social science. The theory of deterrent effects of sanctions
was widely used to reduce the severity of punishment long
before the theory could be tested with any evidence. The
theories of “anomie” and “differential association” were

used to plan the 1960s “War on Poverty” without any clear
evidence that opportunity structures could be changed.
Psychological theories of personality transformation were
used to develop rehabilitation programs in prisons long
before any of them were subject to empirical evaluation.
Similarly, evidence (without theory) of a high concentra-
tion of crime among a small proportion of criminal offend-
ers was used to justify more severe punishment for repeat
offenders, also without empirical testing of those policies.

The criminolqgists’ general preference for analysis
over experiment has not been universal in social science.
Enlightenment political science was, in an important—if
revolutionary—sense, experimental, developing and test-
ing new forms of government soon after they were sug-
gested in print. The Federalist Papers, for example, led
directly to the “experiment” of the Bill of Rights.

Perhaps the clearest exception to the dominance of
analytic social science was within criminology itself in its
very first work during the Enlightenment. The fact that crim-
inologists do not remember it this way says more about its
subsequent dominance by analytic methods than about the
true history of the field. Criminology was born twice in the
eighteenth century, first (and forgotten) as an experimental
science and then (remembered) as an analytic one. And
though experimental criminology in the Enlightenment had
an enormous impact on institutions of justice, it was analytic
criminology that was preserved by law professors and twen-
tieth-century scholars as the foundation of the field.

The history of criminology thus provides an experi-
mental test of this hypothesis about analytic versus experi-
mental social science: that social science has been most
useful, if not most used, when it has been most experimental,
with visibly demonstrable benefits (or harm avoidance) from
new inventions. The evidence for this claim in eight-
eenth-century criminology is echoed by the facts of crimi-
nology in the twentieth century. In both centuries, the
fraternal twins of analysis and experiment pursued differ-
ent pathways through life, while communicating closely
with each other. One twin was critical, the other imagina-
tive; one systematically observational, the other actively
experimental; one detached with its integrity intact, the
other engaged with its integrity under threat. Both twins
needed each other to advance their mutual field of inquiry.
But it has been experiments in every age that made crimi-
nology most useful, as measured by unbiased estimates of
the effects of various responses to crime.




