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The convergence of tough-on-crime politics, stiffer sentencing laws, and jurisdictional expansion in

the 1970s and 1980s increased the powers of federal prosecutors in unprecedented ways. In Hard

Bargains, social psychologist Mona Lynch investigates the increased power of these prosecutors in

our age of mass incarceration. Lynch documents how prosecutors use punitive federal drug laws to

coerce guilty pleas and obtain long prison sentences for defendantsâ€”particularly those who are

African Americanâ€” and exposes deep injustices in the federal courts. Â  As a result of the War on

Drugs, the number of drug cases prosecuted each year in federal courts has increased fivefold

since 1980. Lynch goes behind the scenes in three federal court districts and finds that federal

prosecutors have considerable discretion in adjudicating these cases. Federal drug laws are

wielded differently in each district, but with such force to overwhelm defendantsâ€™ ability to assert

their rights. Â For drug defendants with prior convictions, the stakes are even higher since

prosecutors can file charges that incur lengthy prison sentencesâ€”including life in prison without

parole. Through extensive field research, Lynch finds that prosecutors frequently use the threat of

extremely severe sentences to compel defendants to plead guilty rather than go to trial and risk

much harsher punishment. Lynch also shows that the highly discretionary ways in which federal

prosecutors work with law enforcement have led to significant racial disparities in federal courts. For

instance, most federal charges for crack cocaine offenses are brought against African Americans

even though whites are more likely to use crack. In addition, Latinos are increasingly entering the

federal system as a result of aggressive immigration crackdowns that also target illicit drugs. Â 

Hard Bargains provides an incisive and revealing look at how legal reforms over the last five

decades have shifted excessive authority to federal prosecutors, resulting in the erosion of

defendantsâ€™ rights and extreme sentences for those convicted. Lynch proposes a broad overhaul

of the federal criminal justice system to restore the balance of power and retreat from the punitive

indulgences of the War on Drugs. Â 
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This book is a must-read for anyone interested in how punitive drug laws actually work, on the

ground, in local jurisdictions across the United States. It provides a first glimpse of the mechanisms

driving guilty pleas and sentencing decisions -- made behind closed doors, through functionally

secretive processes, in which defendants are stripped of procedural protections. By following the

progression of a few representative federal drug prosecutions in a series of districts across the

United States, Lynch reveals how injustices pile up in defendants' lives, leading all too often to life

sentences for shockingly minor crimes, like possessing minuscule amounts of drugs. These

prosecutions, in turn, distract an entire criminal justice system -- defense lawyers, prosecutors,

judges, probation officers -- from doing anything that resembles imposing equitable justice or

improving public safety.
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