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Con Sample Case 
 
We stand Con on the topic, “Resolved: In the United States criminal justice system, only people 
convicted of violent crimes should be sentenced to prison.” 
 
We’ll start with definitions. 
 
First, according to Matthew Izzi, a criminal defense attorney, violent crimes generally hurt a 
person’s physical body, while non-violent crimes tend to target a person’s property. Stealing, 
fraud, bribery, and the use of illegal drugs are examples of non-violent crimes.1 
 
Second, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, prisons are run by the state or federal 
government and typically hold people with sentences of more than one year. In contrast, jails are 
locally operated and hold inmates for less than one year.2 
 
Therefore, this debate is about whether only violent criminals should receive sentences for more 
than one year in the U.S. criminal justice system. 
 
Our Framework is Prioritizing Public Safety and Justice for Society. 
 
According to Dianne Clemens, president of Justice for All, a crime victims’ rights group, the 
main purposes of the criminal justice system are to punish criminals and to protect the public.3  
Punishing criminals provides justice for victims of past crimes, while protecting the public can 
prevent the creation of more victims.  
 
Since criminals make a choice to commit crimes, while victims are often innocent, the U.S. 
criminal justice system should give moral priority to victims over criminals. In this way, impacts 
related to victims should matter the most in this debate. 
 
Observation:  
 
To win this debate, the Pro must prove that not sending any non-violent criminals to prison is the 
best for victims. Thus, if we win that having the option to sentence some non-violent criminals to 
prison is better for victims, the Con should win this debate.  
 
  

                                                   
1 Matthew Izzi, Legal Match Legal Writer and Attorney at Law, “Non-Violent vs. Violent Crimes,” Last 
edited April 23, 2018, https://www.legalmatch.com/law-library/article/non-violent-vs-violent-crimes.html 
2 Bureau of Justice Statistics, collects and analyzes information on crime for the U.S. Department of 
Justice, “FAQ Detail, What is the difference between jails and prisons?”, Accessed August 12, 2018, 
https://www.bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=qa&iid=322 
3 Dianne Clemens, president of Justice for All, Texas-based crime victim’s right group, “Prison: To 
Punish or to Reform?,” December 16, 2003, http://www.pbs.org/pov/whatiwant/prison-to-punish-or-
reform/ 
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Contention 1 is Crime Reduction. 
 
Prison sentences reduce crime for two reasons. 
 
Subpoint A: Deterrence. 
 
According to the Australian Institute of Criminology, deterrence is the idea that the fear of 
punishment will discourage crime. Deterrence relies on the certainty, severity and swiftness of 
the punishment.4 In other words, if a punishment is too uncertain, too weak, or too slow it will 
have a weak deterrent effect and crime will increase. 
 
Since longer sentences increase the severity of the punishment, they play an important role in 
deterring crimes. According to a 2013 study by Brian Bell, an Economist at the London School 
of Economics, longer sentencing after the 2011 London Riots show this deterrence effect. When 
judges collectively increased the average sentence for property crimes during the riots from 11 to 
19 months, overall crime in London decreased by three percent during the six months after the 
riots.5 
 
Subpoint B: Incapacitation. 
 
The National Research Council defines incapacitation as preventing criminals from committing 
further crimes because they’re incarcerated. Since criminals cannot hurt the public while in 
prison, longer sentences reduce crime.6 
 
The combined effects of deterrence and incapacitation explain why increased incarceration 
reduces crime overall. We have 2 examples, which show that incarceration works. 
  

                                                   
4 Australian Institute of Criminology, Australian Government, “Understanding deterrence,” Published 
November 4, 2004/Last Modified November 3, 2017, https://aic.gov.au/publications/crm/crm027 
5 Brian Bell et al, Department of Economics at the London School of Economics, Crime Deterrence: 
Evidence From the London 2011 Riots,” April 2013, 
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.679186!/file/2013_C1_1_Machin.pdf 
6 National Research Council, Nonprofit institution of science, engineering and medical professionals 
established in 1863 by Congress to inform public policy, The Growth of Incarceration in the United 
States: Exploring Causes and Consequences, 2014, https://www.nap.edu/read/18613/chapter/7#140 
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First is recent American history. The Pew Charitable Trusts, a public policy research center, 
explains that the 1990s crime rate in America reached record high levels. In response, laws were 
changed to give harsher punishments for many crimes, including non-violent ones, by increasing 
the length of sentences. After two decades the nation’s prison population was much larger, but 
crime had “fallen to levels not seen since the 1960s.” Richard Rosenfeld, Professor of 
Criminology at the University of Missouri, says increased incarceration is responsible for “10 to 
25 percent of the reduction” in crime.7 
 
Second is studying the effects of overcrowding litigation. According to a 1996 study by Steven 
Levitt, an Economist at the University of Chicago, twelve states experienced court orders against 
their entire prison system because of overcrowding, forcing them to release prisoners. Levitt 
found that “each marginal prisoner released as a result of overcrowding litigation is associated 
with an increase of fifteen crimes per year,” mostly non-violent property crimes. Through further 
analysis, Levitt quantifies that the “social benefit in crime reduction of adding one prisoner for 
one year is approximately $50,000,” which is about $20,000 higher than the cost of incarcerating 
the prisoner for one year.8 
 
Therefore, having the option to send non-violent criminals to prison reduces crime both through 
deterrence and incapacitation. This links to our framework because it prioritizes public safety by 
reducing the creation of future victims of crime. 
 
Contention 2 is Justice for Victims. 
 
The U.S. criminal justice system has a moral obligation to victims to punish criminals properly. 
 
According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, justice is best achieved when criminals 
receive punishments that they deserve. “Those who commit certain kinds of wrongful acts . . . 
morally deserve to suffer a proportionate punishment.”9  Since criminals committed a crime, 
victims deserve a criminal justice system that will properly punish them. 
 
Blaming history, poverty, parenting, and other factors shouldn’t displace the criminal’s 
individual accountability and responsibility to their victim. As Dianne Clemens explains, 
resources are already available to help members of society that need help before they commit 
crimes. Inmates had the opportunity to use academic, job-training, chemical abuse, psychological 
and health treatment resources before being sent to prison.  
 

                                                   
7 Pew Charitable Trusts, non-profit public policy think tank, “Weighing Imprisonment and Crime,” 
February 10, 2015, http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2014/09/weighing-
imprisonment-and-crime 
8 Steven Levitt, Current Professor of Economics at the University of Chicago, “The Effect of Prison 
Population Size on Crime Rates: Evidence from Prison Overcrowding Litigation,” The Quarterly Journal 
of Economics, Vol. 111, No. 2 (May, 1996), 
http://pricetheory.uchicago.edu/levitt/Papers/LevittTheEffectOfPrison1996.pdf 
9 Alec Walen, Professor of Philosophy of Law and Criminal Justice at Rutgers University, Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Retributive Justice,” June 18, 2014, 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/justice-retributive/#AppRetJus 
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This links to our framework because punishing criminals for their choice to commit a crime with 
a longer sentence is proportional and just, and therefore ought to be used to provide justice to 
victims. 
 
For these reasons we urge a Con ballot. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


