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Criminology and Social Policy begins with the premise that what appear to be
problems for crime policy are actually problems for social policy and aims to
think through the challenges, dilemmas, and obstacles that arise in pursuit of
this premise. The title refers to social policy, meaning an area of government
intervention directed at improving social welfare. In nearly all occurrences,
the term social policy is used in this sense. This book is not about what spe-
cialists in social policy have to say about crime and criminal justice. Except for
one chapter, it does not offer a critique of crime policies from social policy per-
spectives. Instead, the focus is on social policy as a response to crime. Why do
criminologists believe that social policy presents a better response to crime
than criminal justice policy? What do criminologists have to say about major
social policy areas – housing, health, education, and so on? Are criminologists
right to make crime reduction a goal of social policy?

These questions suggest the three major parts of the discussion. The chap-
ters in Part I review theories and concepts within criminology relevant to the
analysis of social policy. Chapter 1 deals with the extent to which criminolo-
gists should seek to integrate themselves in the policymaking process. Chapter
2 reviews four theoretical traditions about the relationship between crime and
social policy, or, in the case of the fourth one, why there is no relationship.
Chapter 3 pursues insights from social theory about how notions of class,
‘race’, and gender are embedded in popular discussions of poverty and crime.
Part II reviews criminological research about major social policy areas.
Chapter 4 deals with crime and housing policy, Chapter 5 with crime, health
and education. Chapter 6 reviews research concerning unemployment and
crime and Chapter 7 discusses family and youth policy. In Chapter 8, the focus
is somewhat different. The chapter does not take up a social policy area but
instead looks at the social policy implications of crime policies having to do
with policing and prisons. Part III explores two larger issues concerning the
conceptualisation of crime and social policy. Chapter 9 discusses the phenom-
enon of ‘criminalisation of social policy’ and Chapter 10 looks at the use of
social justice as a guide to policy.

British criminology has always had a strong welfarist tradition. It is a tradi-
tion that advocates the ‘welfare state solution’, the expansion of social policy
as the primary response to crime. There has never really been a voice from
the right within criminology calling for more police and prisons (Garland and
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Sparks, 2000: 194–5; Boutellier, 2004: 137–8). To challenge arguments for a
‘criminal justice solution’, British criminologists have addressed statements in
policy documents advanced by political parties and their think tanks, or
imported criminal-justice advocates from American criminology.

There is a nagging worry in recent years, however, that welfarist criminol-
ogy may have become obsolete. In the present era, the themes familiar to
academic criminology have been supplanted by political and media images
advancing risk, safety, anti-social behaviour, surveillance and the like. The
welfare state solution has faded in political imagination and criminologists
have less influence over the policymaking process than before. The gap
between what criminologists know and what policymakers do has widened.
At universities, this shift has been experienced, in symbol if not in substance,
by the drift of students from social policy to criminology. Modules in criminol-
ogy and social policy have become popular. The question before criminologists
is whether to adopt ‘contemporary idiom’ in an effort to close the gap. To be
relevant, criminologists may need to re-invent themselves, to set aside tradi-
tional welfare concerns and engage policymakers in terms established by
media and politicians. This is, as Garland and Sparks (2000) put it, the ‘chal-
lenge of our times’.

My suggestion is for criminology to re-invent the welfarist theme. To facili-
tate this, I outline the parameters of ‘criminology and social policy’ as a field
of inquiry. The discussions review staple themes and recent scholarship; I
bring together material from criminology and social policy journals alongside
evocative themes from other disciplines. While the focus is on the British
situation, I make strategic use of theories and examples produced in the
American and European contexts.  My specific task is to inquire about what
happens when social policy is applied to crime reduction. By ‘what happens’
I mean something other than ‘what works’. Despite the summaries of research
findings in various chapters, the most important questions to be resolved in
this area are not empirical claims. Rather, the study of social policy in crimi-
nology brings moral considerations, political strategies, and concepts from
social theory, as well as social-scientific research, to the policy response to
crime. I like the idea of criminology as a reflexive policy science as described
by Braithwaite (1993).

The larger objective here is to argue for re-thinking the question of welfarist
criminology. Criminologists have tended to offer social policy as a conclusion
rather than a problem statement, as a final destination rather than a point of
departure. It is one thing to follow up a critique of some aspect of criminal
justice with the suggestion that social policy affords a better response. It is
another to interrogate this conclusion, to recognize that genuine dilemmas
arise in carrying it out and real harms come about in getting in wrong. The
convergence of crime and social policy merits scrutiny. In the present era,
the justification for more and more social welfare programmes has been stated
in the language of crime reduction. It is appropriate and important to
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ask whether the goals of crime reduction and poverty reduction can be
successfully joined within the same institutional framework; how it is that the
introduction of crime reduction as a justification for social policy leads to
better social policy. 

I set up this debate in the first two chapters and carry it through the policy
chapters. Along the way, I introduce a number of concepts for understanding
the impact of social policies on crime: racialisation of crime, unintended
effects of social policies, politicisation of interventions, moral dilemmas in
policymaking, and externalities of crime policies. I also offer a number of
propositions: that social policies work as crime reduction measures when they
are not seen in this way; that delivering social welfare to particular popula-
tions because they are thought to be dangerous and threatening is not an
appropriate justification; that efforts to blend social work and policing become
policing … but I am getting ahead of the story. Criminology and social policy
should investigate the possibility that making the welfare state into a solution
for crime has diminished its capacity for improving social welfare.

This book would not have come together in the way it did without advice
and support from several people. Colleagues past and present, Clive Norris,
Kevin Farnsworth, and Peter Johnstone, commented on chapters in various
stages. Caroline Porter at Sage steered the project in more promising directions
than I had first proposed. No doubt the final product would have been better
if I had followed their advice more often than I have done. I also want to thank
Cathryn Knepper for enduring my commentary on virtually every aspect of
this book and for helping me to be a better person while writing it than I
otherwise would have been.
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SUMMARY

• Criminology and social policy ar e concer ned with dif ferent pr oblems, but they
share a common focus on policy and multi-disciplinar y outlook

• Experimental criminology , crime science, critical criminology and left r ealist crim-
inology imply a dif ferent role for criminologists in r elation to the state

• Policymaking about crime r eflects political, social, and cultural influences

The study of criminology and social policy has to do with the difference social
policy can make in dealing with crime. Exploring the links between these two
areas is about understanding social problems related to crime, about visions of
a better response, and about strategies for making them happen. This book
reviews criminological theories, research, and discussion about social policy.

The next two chapters review criminological theories suggesting a link
between social policy and crime, and critique popular images of poor people.
The following five chapters describe the findings of criminological research
applied to social policy areas – housing, health, unemployment, family, and
education – and document the social welfare impact of policing and prisons.
The final two chapters take up questions of political strategy and broader
vision: we will examine the criminalisation of social policy and the pursuit of
social justice. Before we begin, we need to do some ground-clearing.

This chapter examines the relationship between knowledge and policymak-
ing. It is divided into three parts, each of which takes up a question: What do
we mean by the terms criminology and social policy? Should criminologists
seek to integrate themselves in the policymaking process? To what extent does
criminological research actually influence policymaking about crime? The first
part explores the ways in which the concerns of criminology and social policy
overlap, and where they differ, with a look at the history of these disciplines
and the views of two key founders. The second part deals with four concep-
tions of the role of criminology in a welfare state: experimental criminology,
crime science, critical criminology, and left realist criminology. The final part
outlines influences on crime policy other than criminological knowledge.

Criminologists and the
Welfare State 11

Knepper-3530-CH-01.qxd  2/23/2007  11:38 AM  Page 3



Criminology and Social Policy
Ordinarily, criminology and social policy are thought of as separate disci-
plines. But during the past decade or so, a combined course of study has
become available at British universities. This raises the question of what these
two disciplines are about: how they are alike, where they differ.

Two Disciplines

Criminology and social policy share a common focus of concern and strategy
of inquiry. Both disciplines concern themselves with ‘action’ rather than
‘thought’ (Halsey, 2004: 13). In sociology, the classical project has sought to
build up a store of scientific knowledge of social activity. Sociologists make
theory-guided conjectures about why things are as they are and test them
against sociological data. Alternatively, the action disciplines concentrate on
the relationship between ideas and activities; they translate theories of society
into programmes for solving specific social problems. If sociology aspires to
grasp the social world as it is, separate from idealised conceptions of how it
ought to be, criminology and social policy seek to bridge universal ideals and
society’s more mundane concerns.

But of course, criminology and social policy concern themselves with a dif-
ferent set of problems. Criminology deals with the:

1 extent and distribution of criminal conduct in society; the
2 history, structure and operation of the criminal justice system; and the
3 social, political, and economic influences on changing definitions of criminality

and criminal justice practices.

Or, to put it in a sentence: ‘Criminology, in its broadest sense, consists of our
organised ways of thinking and talking about crime, criminals, and crime con-
trol’ (Garland and Sparks, 2000: 192). ‘Crime policy’ refers to the governmen-
tal response to crime. This includes the administration of criminal justice
(police, criminal courts, and prisons) as well as broader programmes for crime
reduction such as national strategies for crime prevention.

Social policy concerns the:

1 role of the state in distribution of resources and opportunities between rich
and poor, workers and dependents, old and young; the

2 apportionment of responsibilities for this distribution to government and other
social institutions – market, voluntary/charity sector, family and individual; and

3 an understanding of the social and economic consequences of different
arrangements (Halsey, 2004: 10).

In a word – T.H. Marshall’s – the objective of social policy is ‘welfare’ (quoted
in Hill, 1988: 2).

4 CRIMINOLOGY AND SOCIAL POLICY
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The term ‘social policy’ also refers to the policies themselves, that is, an arena
of public policy concerning social welfare. (And when this term appears in the
chapters to follow, it almost always has this meaning.) Policy areas typically
referred to as comprising social policy include social security,1 unemployment
insurance, housing, health, education and family. While these areas do not cover
the widest range of social policy, they are consistent with the vision of the welfare
state supplied by William Beveridge in 1942. The Beveridge Report called for an
attack on the ‘five giant evils’ of want, disease, ignorance, squalor, and idleness.
During the 1940s, legislation laid the foundations of the post-war welfare state:
Education Act (1944), Family Allowance Act (1945), Housing Act (1946), National
Insurance Act (1946), National Assistance Act (1948), National Health Service Act
(1948), and the Housing Act (1949). Beveridge did not refer to the personal social
services, but this area has since been incorporated into the welfare state.

As an academic discipline, criminology is linked with the Lombrosian pro-
ject and the governmental project (Garland, 2002). The Lombrosian project
refers to Cesare Lombroso’s effort in the late nineteenth century to explain the
difference between criminals and non-criminals. While he failed in his specific
programme, he did manage to popularise criminology as the scientific study
of criminal behaviour. The governmental project, developed several decades
later, began with efforts to generate a practical knowledge for more efficient
management of police and prisons. But in Britain, historically speaking, crim-
inology did not extend from Lombroso. The first university lectures in crimi-
nology were given in Birmingham in the 1920s by prison medical officers to
postgraduate students in medicine (Garland, 1988: 135). Criminology did not
really become institutionalised in Britain until the years after the Second
World War. Hermann Mannheim, a legal scholar and refugee from Hitler’s
Germany, offered the first sustained introduction to criminology in his lec-
tures in the Department of Sociology during the 1930s. Mannheim became a
Reader in Criminology at the LSE in 1946, the first senior post in the subject
established at a British university (Hood, 2004: 481).

Social policy began with ‘the social question’ which had to do with explain-
ing why poverty persisted in a time of advancing prosperity (Halsey, 2004: 9).
Britain’s industrial economy had made a quality of life possible for people at the
end of the nineteenth century that could scarcely have been imagined in 1800.
Yet it had also left many trapped in demoralising poverty, particularly in the
cities. Beginning before the First World War, social investigators carried out
social surveys with the aim of formulating an appropriate response from govern-
ment. Social policy, or social administration as it was known originally, began at
this time under the guise of training social workers. The universities of
Liverpool, Birmingham, Manchester, and Leicester developed courses for social
workers and probation officers before the Second World War. But like criminol-
ogy, social policy did not become organised as a university discipline until later
on. Richard Titmuss secured his position as Chair in Social Administration at the

CRIMINOLOGISTS AND THE WELFARE STATE 5
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LSE in 1950, the first academic post in social policy. His work as a historian of
the Cabinet Office, culminating in his Problems of Social Policy (1950), led to his
wide recognition as an expert in social policy (Halsey, 2004: 196–8).

Radzinowicz on Criminology and Social Policy

To explore the relationship between criminology and social policy further, it is
worthwhile to compare the outlook of two founders. Leon Radzinowicz in
criminology and Richard Titmuss in social policy have had great influence on
their respective disciplines. Radzinowicz was born in Lodz, Poland, in 1906; he
studied law in Paris, Geneva, and Rome. In 1936, he emigrated to England
where he became Assistant Director of Research in Criminal Science at
Cambridge, and in 1959, Wolfson Professor of Criminology. That same year,
he became founding director of the Institute of Criminology at Cambridge, a
position he held until his retirement in 1973.

The problem of crime, Radzinowicz taught, was intractable. Any attempt to
isolate the cause of criminal behaviour was a wasted effort. He remained scepti-
cal of abstract over-arching theories he considered pretentious as well as esoteric.
Sociological approaches advocating a single explanatory structure amounted to
‘unilateral approaches’ leading to conceptual cul-de-sacs. ‘The most that can be
done is to throw light upon the combination of factors or circumstances associated
with crime’ (Radzinowicz, 1988: 95). Radzinowicz pursued a multi-disciplinary
criminology, a vision expressed in the founding of the Institute of Criminology.
The Cambridge Institute received the support of Lord Butler, who had become
Home Secretary in 1957. He promoted the need for teams of sociologists, statisti-
cians, psychiatrists, and legal specialists to carry out systematic investigations into
criminal behaviour with a focus on intervention and prevention.

Radzinowicz believed in the use of empirical findings in social science as a
means of bringing about humanitarian reform of criminal justice administra-
tion. He viewed criminology as a discipline that could provide a ‘rational
improvement’ in the government’s response to crime and criminals (Hood,
2002: 154). Reform of archaic practices in the punishment of criminals could
only come about, he taught, by systematic research contributing to a long-term
plan. Reforms should not follow swings in political expediency or popular
emotion following particularly disturbing crimes. Radzinowicz was committed
to British liberalism, perhaps because of his status as a European émigré. He
endorsed the Howard League for Penal Reform: ‘Being British,’ Radzinowicz
said, ‘it was down to earth, practical, observant, critical and yet ready to
accept reasonable compromises’ (quoted in Cottee, 2005: 220). Yet the connec-
tion between scientific evidence in criminology and criminal policy should not
be adhered to too closely, Radzinowicz insisted. He appreciated the influence
of politics, in the form of an advancing welfare state ‘with its emphasis on the
protective and supportive functions of society as a whole’, which he believed
had a beneficial influence on criminal policy (Radzinowicz, 1964: 12).

6 CRIMINOLOGY AND SOCIAL POLICY
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Radzinowicz (1988: 95) took the position that ‘the frontiers between social
policy and criminal policy should not be confused or blurred’. Social welfare
schemes, he explained, should be pursued as a matter of ‘natural justice, of
ethics, of economic and of political expediency’ but not as a matter of crime
reduction because ‘social welfare schemes may not necessarily lead to a gen-
eral reduction in crime’. He denied that social welfare represented the ulti-
mate solution to delinquency and he worried about politicians turning crime
into a political problem and exaggerating their power in response. Radzinowicz
had seen how the positivism that had excited him as a student of Enrico Ferri
had become distorted and abused by fascist regimes in the 1930s. The
response to crime should remain tempered by the rule of law. He advocated
the formation of a Ministry of Social Welfare so that some of the ‘secondary
responsibilities’ of the Home Office could be hived off, allowing it to fall back
on ‘its fundamental and primary responsibility for law and order’
(Radzinowicz, 1964: 24).

Titmuss on Social Policy and Crime

Richard Titmuss advocated a similar understanding of social policy but dis-
agreed with Radzinowicz about social policy and crime. Remarkably, he was
entirely self-taught. After the death of his father, a farmer, he found work with
an insurance firm in London, and, using contacts with the Eugenics Society,
landed a post with the Cabinet Office as official historian of wartime social
policy. From his post in social policy at the LSE, he exercised a major influence
on the subsequent development of the discipline during the 1950s and 1960s.

Titmuss laid the foundation for the discipline of social policy with his concep-
tualisation of ‘social accounting’, an analytical strategy for measuring the total
amount of welfare benefits extended by government (Kincaid, 1984). Defenders
and critics of social welfare alike erred in conceptualising social welfare in terms
of direct services to the poor, unemployed, ill, and so on. Workers received sub-
stantial benefits via occupational schemes providing pensions, sick pay, and
housing allowances that would otherwise appear as company profits and be sub-
ject to taxation. Substantial cash benefits provided via the tax system to the
advantage of the better-off should also be regarded as welfare benefit. As an
academic discipline, social policy represents ‘a search for explanations of how
and why state power affects the allocation of every type of financial, welfare and
environmental resource’ (Kincaid, 1984: 117–18).

And for Titmuss, this search was multi-disciplinary. Titmuss utilised the
work of historians, sociologists, anthropologists, political scientists, econo-
mists, and medical doctors to address the roles and functions of social ser-
vices. One cannot find in Titmuss a consistent theoretical or political position
(Kincaid, 1984: 114). He did, however, reject economic imperialism, the appli-
cation of economic analysis to non-market behaviour, and made strategic use
of economic arguments to refute the work of the economists at London’s

CRIMINOLOGISTS AND THE WELFARE STATE 7
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Institute of Economic Affairs. Titmuss avoided committing himself to any
disciplinary perspective, but instead built up a repertoire of concepts that
would enable him to tackle specific problems (Fontaine, 2002: 404–6).

Titmuss was a Social Democrat who regarded capitalism not only as econom-
ically wasteful but threatening social integration in driving out altruism
(Welshman, 2004: 226). Problems of Social Policy established two principles.
First, it was necessary to help all citizens, regardless of income and social class.
The exclusion of the middle classes from social benefits encouraged contempt
for recipients. Second, social policy should not attempt to means-test recipients;
social benefits should be extended on a universalist rather than a contingent
basis (Kincaid, 1984: 116–17). The ‘Titmuss paradigm’ expressed optimism
about human nature, belief in universal services, and opposition to means test-
ing (Welshman, 2004: 232). Essentially, Titmuss believed in the virtue of cen-
tralised state bureaucracies and the public ethos of working in them. He
regarded the administration of social services as a benevolent activity.

Titmuss did not formulate a theory of crime. What he says on the subject must
be pieced together from comments on the work of criminologists. Generally, he
regarded crime as ‘a social ill’ or a ‘social problem’ that should be understood in
relation to social activity and not individual pathology. Successive generations of
social and economic upheavals stranded a portion of citizens in deprived areas of
the city, a portion that turned to crime, Titmuss suggested, as the only available
means of social mobility (Titmuss, 1954). Crime is a social problem originating
within market inequalities, and because social policy seeks to iron out inequali-
ties within the market, it makes sense to rely on social policy as a means of
responding to crime. Titmuss, who read Mannheim’s study of delinquency in
inter-war England in 1939, agreed with Mannheim about ‘faulty parenting’ as a
causal factor. But he insisted that ‘overcrowding and bad housing conditions pro-
duce social misfits, frustration, petty delinquencies, and so on’ (quoted in
Welshman, 2004: 229). It follows that improvements in housing, by means of uni-
versal housing policy, would serve as a delinquency reduction measure.

Social Science and the State
The relationship between criminologists and politicians has never been easy.
Some criminologists seek to integrate themselves in the policymaking process;
others insist criminologists should criticise policies from a safe distance. Four
different roles can be identified in relation to policymaking which differ
according to beliefs about government and science.

Experimental Criminology

Experimental criminology sees the university-based research centre as a pri-
mary site for the production of criminological knowledge. Specialists in differ-
ent fields work as a team to solve problems of interest to government

8 CRIMINOLOGY AND SOCIAL POLICY
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authorities (who fund such research). This model came to prominence in the
decade or so after the Second World War when national governments and
international organisations solicited the advice of university researchers.
Academics with expertise in criminology enjoyed wide-ranging influence
(Walters, 2001). The Cambridge Institute of Criminology appeared in the
1950s, along with institutes of criminology at the University of California at
Berkeley (1950), Melbourne University (1951), University of Oslo (1954), and
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (1959).

This tradition in criminology insists on science as the best, or at least the
most reliable, route to planning sound policy. Experimental criminologists
emulate the method of laboratory experiment used in chemistry and biology,
in the belief that the more closely this procedure can be replicated, the more
valid the results. In social affairs, experiments are conducted by means of ran-
domised controls, meaning adherence to a methodology that divides research
subjects into intervention and control groups and then measures the differ-
ence. Random assignment of subjects (and sufficiently large numbers of
people in each group) makes it possible to disentangle the influences of other
factors on the outcome of interest (Farrington, 2003).

Experimental criminology pursues a working relationship between crimi-
nologists and policymakers defined by a clear division of labour.
Criminologists supply facts, policymakers make choices about values and pri-
orities. From this point of view, researchers ought to remain indifferent to the
content of policies. It is not the criminologist’s job to advocate for particular
policies but only to advise policymakers about which of their programmes
work. ‘What [criminology] cannot do is to decide what the aims of penal pol-
icy should be … [but] given certain aims, criminologists can try and discover
by research the best means of accomplishing them’ (Hood, 2002: 162).
Experimental criminology is associated with ‘evidence-based policy’, meaning
that those crime-reduction programmes supported by research evidence
should become policy, and those without such support should not. Evidence-
based policy establishes the ideal of an ‘ideology-free zone’ consistent with a
commitment to promote policy on the basis of social-scientific knowledge.

The most recent expression seeks to apply the model of medical science to
the problem of crime. The Campbell Collaboration is an international group of
social scientists promoting an evidence-based approach to policymaking in
social welfare, education, and crime and justice. The Campbell Collaboration
take their name from the American psychologist Donald Campbell, but their
inspiration from British physician-epidemiologist Archie Cochrane. Cochrane
insisted on the use of findings from randomised controls for making health
care decisions. He taught that ‘limited resources should be used to provide
forms of health care that have been shown to be effective by properly con-
trolled research’ (quoted in Orleans, 1995: 634). His efforts led to the creation
of Cochrane Centres worldwide for the maintenance and distribution of regis-
ters of randomised control research. The Campbell Collaboration, known to
insiders as ‘C2’, aims to bring this approach to crime policy. Their network

CRIMINOLOGISTS AND THE WELFARE STATE 9
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seeks to identify those policies with the greatest research support through
‘systematic review’ of evaluation findings (Farrington and Petrosino, 2001).
The Jerry Lee Centre of Criminology at the University of Pennsylvania serves
as an institutional home for the Campbell Collaboration Crime and Justice
Group and the Academy of Experimental Criminology.

Experimental criminologists worry about the gap between what criminologists
know and what policymakers do. Despite the success of criminology as an accred-
ited discipline in the past few decades, fewer of its practitioners enjoy the status
of government advisors. Wiles (2002) sees a connection between these two devel-
opments. The expansion of criminology has allowed criminologists to write for
each other rather than engage the public. At the same time, criminologists have in
striving to be external critics made the discipline into largely a private matter.
Criminology, he argues, cannot merely be ‘subversive of government interests’ but
must work with government to achieve the ‘good society’; criminology should be
practical in this sense, otherwise there is no point to it.

Crime Science

‘Crime science’, as the name implies, sees criminologists in possession of spe-
cialised knowledge of use for thwarting criminals. But there are important dif-
ferences between the conceptualisation of science in this instance and that of
the experimental criminology school. Crime science eschews purity as a model
of scientific practice for research that is pragmatic and mundane; the focus is on
how crime is committed and less on why it is committed (Clarke, 2004).

Crime science developed out of situational crime prevention which had been
pioneered during the 1970s by researchers within the Home Office. Ronald
Clarke, who directed the Research and Planning Unit, promoted simple, practi-
cal ways of reducing opportunity for criminal activity. Situational interventions
make use of practical wisdom concerning the time, place, and circumstances of
crime to circumvent would-be criminals. These interventions tend to be directed
at specific occurrences of crime; involve management, design or manipulation
of the immediate environment in a systematic and permanent way; and increase
the effort and risks of crime and reduce the rewards of crime as perceived by a
wide range of potential lawbreakers (Clarke and Mayhew, 1980: 1). Home Office
researchers took this message to other parts of the world, with Clarke and others
finding their way to American universities. Recently, a number of those for-
merly associated with the Home Office have re-organised around the Jill Dando
Centre for Crime Science at University College London.

The difference between science, as understood in experimental criminology
and that practised by the proponents of situational crime prevention, might be
referred to as the difference between pure and industrial research. Some sci-
entists work in university laboratories on projects without an application that
is immediate or obvious as in the classic case of theoretical physics. The
proponents of crime science are more like scientists who work for companies,
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the purpose of which is to come up with innovations of immediate use in
industry. The advocates of crime science give the impression that they are not
interested in theory-driven research dealing with crime prevention (Weisburd,
2002: 207). This understanding leads to opportunity-reduction projects, the
most successful of which are often the least difficult to take up and maintain
(Nicholson, 1995). In fact, there is no requirement that principles of crime
science be advanced by government policy; crime science can (and has) been
delivered on a micro-scale by shopkeepers, manufacturers, householders, and
organisations with limited budgets.

Situational crime prevention has been equated with the Conservative political
agenda of Thatcher’s Home Office. Critics charge that crime science is short-
sighted, ignoring the social and economic origins of criminal behaviour.
Situational crime prevention not only offers a superficial and irrelevant response;
it makes matters worse by diverting government resources away from address-
ing social inequality at the centre of the crime problem (Koch, 1998: 72). As
Clarke (2000: 108–9) has acknowledged, there is a ‘superficial fit’ between situa-
tional crime prevention and conservative values, such as reducing the size of gov-
ernment and promoting individual responsibility. But he defends crime science
as an alternative to ‘dispositional’ theories of crime prevention. He challenges the
idea that no real improvements can be made in reducing crime without wide-
scale and massive investment in schemes to tackle the ‘root causes’.

Essentially, Clarke’s argument extends to the British context an argument
James Q. Wilson made in reference to anti-crime programmes carried out in the
USA during the Kennedy–Johnson era (Clarke, 2004). Wilson, a political scien-
tist, contended that criminologists insisting on attention to root causes had con-
fused ‘causal analysis’ with ‘policy analysis’. Causal analysis, of the sort
favoured by sociologists, seeks to identify and understand the social processes
behind human activities. Operating within this intellectual framework makes it
difficult to develop feasible responses. ‘If anything, it directs attention away
from factors that government can control’ and ‘move[s] beyond the reach of
social policy altogether’ (Wilson, 1974: 47). Policy analysis, Wilson says, takes
stock of the instruments at the government’s disposal (such as measures to redis-
tribute money, stimulate job creation, regulate alcohol, build detention facilities)
and explores their impact on the level of crime. Such measures will not alter the
root causes but may be able to make measurable differences in crime rates.

Critical Criminology

The ‘critical tradition’ in criminology2 denies the possibility of an ideology-
free zone from which to produce objective evidence for policymaking.
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Criminologists, particularly those who work for government or carry out
government-funded research, contribute to the larger politics of crime control.
The critical stance rejects the ideal of a team of specialists working at a
research institute in favour of the lone intellectual who remains sceptical and
detached. The primary tool of the critical criminologist is not scientific proce-
dure or data analysis, but rhetorical virtuosity, sophisticated rhetoric aimed at
revealing the falsity behind political promises. Critical theorists champion the
role of the outside provocateur who challenges claims to the ‘truth’ about
crime and then questions the authority on which claims to such truth are made.

The critical perspective asserts that criminologists should question, chal-
lenge, and provoke from a location outside government. Or, as Christie (1981:
110) put it, criminology needs to be ‘institutionally and intellectually protected
against the embracement by authorities’. Criminologists employed in govern-
ment research centres limit themselves to problems of interest to the state.
This approach pursues a criminology incapable of addressing structural prob-
lems and renders the findings politically harmless. Christie encouraged crim-
inologists to think of themselves as ‘poets’ rather then ‘technicians’; poetic
criminologists do not offer technical advice for use in running the state, but
pose alternative questions within a broad cultural imagination. An iconic rep-
resentative of this stance would be Antonio Gramsci, the founder of Italian
communism, who was imprisoned in 1928 when fascist police smashed the
underground organisation. He continued to oppose fascism while in prison
through his writings, writings that have become increasingly important to gen-
erations of criminologists (and Italians) since the war.

In Britain, critical criminology emerged from the National Deviancy
Conference (NDC) convened in 1968 at the University of York. The NDC
served as a meeting place for sociologists, radical social workers, members of
the anti-psychiatry movement, and others disillusioned with leftist politics.
They broke away from the ‘positivist methods’ of Cambridge criminology and
refused to engage in the practice of criminology as an ‘auxiliary discipline’ of
governance. NDC members pursued a new paradigm for criminology, and
within five years produced nearly one hundred books on crime, deviance and
social control. The most influential of these, The New Criminology by Ian Taylor,
Paul Walton and Jock Young (1973), proposed a ‘fully social’ theory of deviance.
On the final page, the authors agreed with Christie that criminologists should
be ‘problem-raisers’ rather than ‘problem-solvers’. Crime required not piece-
meal policy change, but political revolution, or something very close to it.

‘The task’, Taylor, Walton, and Young (1973: 282) wrote, ‘is to create a soci-
ety in which the facts of human diversity, whether personal, organic or social,
are not subject to the power to criminalise’. Originally, this had been envi-
sioned as an ‘emancipatory’ project derived from a worker–student alliance
opposed to capitalism and the capitalist state. It reflected the idealism and
utopianism that swept across universities in the years after the student revolts
of 1968 (Taylor, 1999: 181). Utopianism made critical criminologists vulnerable
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to the charge that they were getting all dressed up with nowhere to go. Aside
from ‘grandiose calls for some sort of socialist reconstruction by largely
unspecified means’, wrote one critic, the new criminology offered ‘nothing of
policy or prescriptive value to contribute toward the more immediate and
urgent debates about the nature of criminal justice in Britain’ (Mungham,
1980: 29). It was all or nothing.

Yet, the new criminology spurred a re-direction of the criminological enter-
prise. The critical stance rejected criminology as the interrogation of working-
class pathology and sought to relocate the usual suspects in criminological
analysis from the underclass to the affluent. This has led to the study of white-
collar and organised crime, leading to a broader understanding of social harm.
Critical criminologists have studied such topics as workplace injury and ille-
gal activities of multinational corporations (Tombs, 2005, for example). This
approach turns social policy and crime on its head in the sense that the focus
is on criminalisation of corporate practices and economic regulation rather
than government assistance. The best response to injuries suffered by the poor
is to prevent them from occurring in the first place.

Left Realist Criminology

Left realist criminology is the most closely aligned with social policy, defined
in the first instance by commitment to particular political values. During the
1980s, Jock Young, John Lea, Ian Taylor, Roger Matthews and others proposed
left realism as a response to the standoff between the crime policies associated
with Thatcherism and the opposition to them expressed by critical criminolo-
gists. They encouraged their comrades to think through achievable goals in the
area of crime reduction, and defend social welfare as a worthwhile policy
response, rather than dream of a crime-free society.

Left realism has been described as the ‘administrative criminology’ of the
left (Rock, 1988a: 197). Historically, it pioneered a new form of government
patronage. As an alternative to the ‘big science’ model embodied in Cambridge
criminology and Home Office sponsorship, left realists formed working rela-
tionships with progressive city councils, police monitoring units, and commu-
nity safety committees. These organisations became the underwriters for
victimisation surveys conducted in Islington, Broadwater Farm, Newham and
elsewhere during the 1980s. This led to a realignment of academic criminol-
ogy away from the ancient universities and toward the polytechnics. The
Centre for Criminology, established at Middlesex Polytechnic (now
University), became a major resource for left realist research and theory.

Clearly, the left realists believe that criminologists should integrate them-
selves in the policymaking process. They should be supplying knowledge,
research findings, and theories leading government intervention toward specific
ends. This involves a defence of the role of criminologists in the process leading
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to crime policy, but also of the role of empirical research. The victimisation
survey represents a ‘democratic instrument’ with the potential of providing a
‘reasonably accurate appraisal of people’s fears and their experience of victimi-
sation’ (Young, 1992: 49–50). Left realism asserts a specific set of reforms aimed
at ‘democratic accountability’ of policing, minimal use of prison and community
crime prevention. The proponents also hope to spark a larger debate about
whether a criminal justice system separated from other social institutions is
desirable (Lea 1987, 364). They have argued for multi-agency responses to the
problem of crime, which is bound up in the larger context of social exclusion.

Left realism is, relatively speaking, the most comfortable with political
advocacy. Criminologists should participate in social movements to bring
about greater social justice; they should align themselves with populations –
workers, women, immigrants, youth – seeking inclusion and recognition.
More to the point, criminologists should regard criminology as political advo-
cacy. Criminologists not only bring a set of skills as social scientists, but a com-
mitment to aiding the disenfranchised, the marginalised, and the excluded. If
criminologists are not quite the conscience of crime policy, they are at least a
counterweight to the excesses of political expediency.

Tony Blair’s New Labour government invoked the ‘left realist school’ as the
justification for a number of initiatives (Giddens, 2000: 8). The left realists
became disillusioned with the effort and have sought to distance their crimino-
logical ideas from Blair’s crime policies. Young and Matthews (2003) criticise
‘team Blair’ for ignoring local criminological talent. Not one criminologist in
Britain supports prison expansion, and only a few believe that policing strategies
can have anything more than a marginal effect on crime reduction. ‘Government
policies fly directly in the face of research evidence, and would seem almost wil-
fully to ignore expert opinion’. What is particularly troubling is the fact that it is
a Labour administration that ignores criminologists. One might have expected as
much from the Conservatives, who would ‘turn to the saloon bar rather than the
research centre for its inspiration’ (Young and Matthews, 2003: 36).

Policymaking in Context
Criminologists have paid some attention to the matter of how policies to
address crime are actually made. This area of theorising, informed by insights
from sociology, tends to emphasise sources of crime policy other than crimi-
nological knowledge.

Politics

‘Most developments in penal policy over the last decade have emerged not
through the influence of criminological ideas or from the applications of find-
ings from research …’ Hood (2002: 1) observes, ‘but from ideological and polit-
ical considerations fuelled by populist concerns and impulses’. Tonry and
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Green (2003) refer to political influences as a set of ‘filters’ separating knowledge
from policy. New policy ideas are filtered through prevailing crime policy par-
adigms and ideologies, as well as short-term political considerations. It is not
uncommon, they suggest, for politicians to say in private that they support
particular proposals but feel unable to take the risks politically.

Crime has become too important as a political theme for government to defer
to university specialists. In the USA, the Republican Party introduced crime as a
national issue during the angry politics of the 1960s. Richard Nixon countered
Lyndon Johnson’s ‘war on poverty’ with the need for a ‘war on crime’ and won
the presidency for the Republicans. In the UK, Mrs Thatcher took the lead on
crime and the Conservatives held office during the 1970s with a ‘tough on crime’
stance. Since then, members of the opposition parties have believed that it is
impossible to win elections without appearing to be tough on crime, hence Tony
Blair’s (1993a: 27) often-repeated phrase that Labour ‘should be tough on crime
and tough on the causes of crime’. Conservatives and Labour have committed
themselves to a bidding war in toughness, each wanting to appear to have a
firmer grasp on issues of crime and safety (Downes and Morgan, 2002).

Haggerty (2004) argues that criminological expertise has been significantly
devalued in the era of neo-liberalism. Whereas liberal governance relies on
social welfare, neo-liberalism emphasises the individual as the agent of secu-
rity, health, and happiness. Political power has detached itself from its previ-
ous need for academic legitimacy. Within crime policies, this has meant a
movement away from governmental programmes, such as social crime preven-
tion, to schemes that are more local and privatised. The proliferation of secu-
rity technology has also led to multiple schemes for monitoring, detecting,
capturing, processing, and detaining suspects. Whereas public safety was
thought to be assured through provision of security by means of the welfare
state, in the current era public safety is thought to rest on strategically placed
CCTV cameras. Haggerty (2004) also observes, citing Jean-Paul Brodeur, that
neo-liberalism has altered the definition of experts. Whereas experts were
sought by government for envisioning and carrying out crime prevention
schemes, experts are now sought for their advice on managing the symbols
and images of safety. This ‘new type of expert’ specialises not in ‘how things
are’ or ‘how things are known’ but on ‘how things are perceived and mythol-
ogized for political ends’ (Haggerty, 2004: 222).

The Social

In addition to the political climate at the level of national parties and philoso-
phies of governance, policies operate in a broader social context. Translating
any idea into policy subjects the idea to a political process the outcome of
which is far from certain. Ideas can be hijacked by rival political parties and
converted for use toward purposes remote from what was intended. But the
larger issue here is that we simply do not know as much about how society
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works as we would like. Society cannot be made and unmade at will, even by
governments.

The unforeseeable consequences of social action references a staple idea in
sociology. Norbert Elias recognised that knowledge of the social structures or fig-
urations in which they are bound up is always imperfect, incomplete and inac-
curate. This is due to ‘unintentional human interdependencies’, which Elias
said, ‘lie at the root of every intentional human interaction’ (quoted in Mennell,
1977: 100). He taught that unanticipated consequences are nearly universal in
social life, essential to every theoretical model of social activity. Elias demon-
strated that it is difficult, to explain individual action as a consequence of social
structure, but more difficult, the other way around, to explain the social conse-
quences of individual action. He offered the example of trying to predict the out-
come of various games, from two-player to teams of increasingly larger size, as
a way of showing the increasing complexity of human interaction.

The emerging study of how policies travel highlights the complexity of model-
ling social action. There is an increasing awareness that a significant portion of
British policy ideas in the area of crime are not domestic but imported; examples
can be found of ‘transfer’ or ‘convergence’ in the language and practice of crime
policy. The USA is thought to be the largest exporter of policies. Analysts in the
UK have noted a number of specific imports as well as a general similarity of
themes (Tonry, 2004). At the same time, the mechanisms, directions, flow, and out-
comes are much less understood than might be assumed. Policies change dramat-
ically across political cultures, making it extremely unlikely that British crime
control policy can be understood along the lines of what happens in the USA today
will happen in the UK tomorrow (Sparks and Newburn, 2002).

Culture

Garland and Sparks (2000: 192) point out that criminology is not only located
in the worlds of the university and government, but also in the ‘world of
culture – including mass mediated popular culture and political discourse’. The
media in contemporary society cannot fabricate social problems out of nothing.
But media coverage does help to define what people think about, which social
activities are seen as problems, and the range of solutions to be considered.

Garland (2000) describes crime policy against a culture of insecurity. Politicians
prior to the 1970s avoided crime as a political issue because they did not want to
associate themselves with a problem that appeared unsolvable. But in the current
era, high crime rates have come to be expected, part of a complex of fear, anger,
and resentment. This change has come about as a result of media, primarily tele-
vision coverage, of crime as a staple theme. Television, ‘the central institution of
modern life’, presents its worrying stream of dramatic images suggesting the irra-
tionality and unpredictability of criminal behaviour. This reinforces cultural sensi-
bilities and beliefs about modern life as characterised by risk, unpredictability,
and danger. And as people have come to believe that they can no longer trust
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government to maintain essential well-being, crime policy has become more
diffuse and more symbolic. Cavender (2004) embellishes Garland’s account,
expanding the understanding of the American media in shaping policy responses
to crime. He points not only to television, but newspapers, magazines, and film; his
analysis includes not only news coverage, but drama series, reality television, and
feature films. During the past 30 years, the presentation of crime across various
media formats has reinforced a curiously singular message: crime is a feature of
modern life, for reasons that cannot be grasped, and government by itself cannot
protect the public.

Cultural sensibilities establish the parameters of policy innovation. And,
generally speaking, the shift Garland describes means that appeals to law and
order will have greater cultural meaning than appeals to rehabilitation. Cullen
and colleagues argue ‘it is clear that being right about crime – developing solid
knowledge through “good” criminology – is not enough to influence public
policy’ (Cullen et al., 1999: 195). Policies do not hinge on what can be demon-
strated empirically but on whether they make sense to people. Implementing
a sustainable policy agenda requires that its advocates ‘tell a good story’, con-
sistent with cultural sensibilities, about why crime occurs and what should be
done in response. They argue that the criminologists who advocate social policy
as an approach to crime have simply not been as effective at storytelling as
have the advocates of changes in crime policy.

Conclusion
The role of criminologists in a welfare state is complicated. Some argue criminol-
ogists should join their cousins in social policy in building and strengthening the
welfare state. Others insist that criminologists should engage the role of outside
provocateur; external critics who challenge the government to do something more
or something else. These arguments reflect differing beliefs about the value of
social-science knowledge and political strategies for bringing about social change.

Questions for Discussion

1. Are students of criminology and social policy concerned with ‘the social
question’? Should they be?

2. Would Leon Radzinowicz agree with New Labour’s response to crime? Would
Richard Titmuss?

3. Who worries most about the gap between what criminologists know and what
policymakers do: experimental criminologists, crime scientists, critical criminol-
ogists, or left realists?

4. What influence do the theories and research findings of criminologists actually
have on policymaking about crime? 
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SUMMARY

• Social disor ganisation theor y has traditionally emphasised community-based and
local inter ventions as the best r esponse to crime

• Strain theor y af firms the impor tance of a national welfar e system as an essen-
tial crime r eduction measur e

• Control theor y can be interpr eted as suppor ting the welfar e state, but tends to
emphasise family-centr ed and school-based inter ventions

• Routine activities theor y insists that the pr oblem of crime ought not be confused
with provision of social welfar e 

Every theory of crime contains an argument about what should be done in
response. While theories about the aetiology of crime do not always offer
policy proposals as such, the theorised source of crime signals a preferred
solution. A major distinction that applies, as we will see in this chapter, is the
difference between individual and structural causes. Theories that identify
social sources as the cause of crime tend to support social policy as a response,
while theories built around psychological issues and individual choice do not
necessarily lead in this direction. We will examine four theoretical traditions:
two offering theoretical support for social policy, one that might make such a
suggestion, and one suggesting that social policy has nothing to do with crime.

The theories to be considered in this discussion were all invented to explain
crime in the United States. To what extent they can be meaningfully applied to
British society will be discussed along the way. There are obvious and important
differences between the UK and the USA. But as a number of criminologists
have argued, the ‘American Dream’ is not peculiarly American. Ian Taylor (1997:
298) has written that post-war America represents a ‘natural laboratory’ for
understanding the effects of market hegemony now underway in Europe.

The first part of the chapter reviews social disorganisation theory associated
with the Chicago School and the ‘New Chicagoans’. The second part takes up
the strain/anomie tradition and recent innovations in social support theory and
institutional anomie. The third part describes control theory and its policy
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implications. The fourth part reviews the routine activities approach and the
argument that social policy does not matter.

Social Disor ganisation
A good place to start looking for a theoretical explanation of the link between
social policy and crime is in Chicago. Not that the Chicago School produced
the explanation, but the concepts they proposed have been important to a
number of subsequent explanations.

Zones of Delinquency

Social disorganisation theory is often referred to as ‘the Chicago School’ given its
association with the Department of Sociology at the University of Chicago.
Founded in the last decades of the nineteenth century, the Department became
known for its theoretical and methodological innovations. The Chicago sociolo-
gists championed micro forms of sociological enquiry where the unit of analysis
shifted from aspects of society to neighbourhoods, areas, and sectors within the
city. Their commitment to ‘theories of the middle range’ allowed them to offer soci-
ological analyses of numerous topics – gangs, delinquency, family, urban mobility,
ethnic groups – important to criminology (Turner, 1988). Methodologically, they
replaced the social survey with field research involving a combination of inter-
views, observation, and personal histories. And for their ‘field’, they looked no fur-
ther than Chicago itself. By 1900, Chicago had become not only a leading railway
hub and the site for expanding industries, but a major reception centre for waves
of immigrants. Immigrants from Europe – Irish and German poor, peasants from
southern Italy, Jews from Eastern Europe – poured in, along with African
Americans from the southern United States.

Observing patterns of city growth led Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay
(1969) to ask an important question about crime: Why did the same neigh-
bourhoods remain ‘delinquency areas’ despite frequent turnover among resi-
dents? To find the answer, they turned to the work of their colleague Ernest
Burgess who imagined the ‘struggle for space’ in the city using concentric
zones. Burgess began with the central commercial district, the ‘Chicago Loop’,
then moved outward in wider rings delineated by land use and residential
type. The core contained banks, corporate headquarters, insurance companies,
and government offices. The second zone he called the ‘zone in transition’
because it contained a factory zone that encroached on the homes of the city’s
poorest residents. Gangs, prostitutes, and drug addicts peopled the zone in
transition, along with immigrants and ethnic minorities. The third zone was
the ‘zone of workingmen’s homes’, and outside it, the zones of the more afflu-
ent middle class, the ‘commuters’ and residents of ‘satellite cities’. The newest
arrivals took up residence in the zone in transition, and as each immigrant
group acquired social standing, migrated to the zone of workingmen’s homes
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and eventually to the commuter zone. Ethnic succession and related processes
explained the ‘pathological behaviour’ of residents there.

Shaw and McKay (1969) mapped rates of delinquency and income for cen-
sus tracts1 within each zone. Their ‘spot maps’ revealed the areas of highest
delinquency to be those adjacent to industry and commerce, those areas of
lowest income status, and those areas with the highest concentration of
European immigrants and Black Americans. Delinquency rates were highest
within the zone in transition, Shaw and McKay reasoned, because relation-
ships among the inhabitants had become too competitive and less cooperative,
resulting in disequilibrium. Disequilibrium generated wide standards, from
conventional behaviour to deviant, each of which offered opportunities for
advancement, some legitimate, many illegitimate. This was consistent with
Burgess’s claim that disease, crime, disorder, vice, insanity, and suicide could
be understood as ‘rough indexes of social organisation’.

Shaw’s sense of the source of delinquency led to community-based interven-
tions as the solution. He initiated the Chicago Area Projects in 1932 to counteract
the forces of social disorganisation and foster relationships important for informal
social control. He established 22 neighbourhood centres in six areas. These cen-
tres mobilised community resources such as churches, schools, labour unions,
industries, clubs and other groups addressing neighbourhood problems. They
sponsored various programmes including camping, boxing, dramatics, handi-
crafts, printing, and club discussions (Snodgrass, 1976: 14). The Chicago Area
Projects operated for more than twenty-five years, until Shaw’s death in 1957. The
projects inspired similar approaches in other cities and served as a prototype for
the delinquency prevention and welfare programmes of the Kennedy–Johnson
era. In that sense, Shaw established highly successful programmes.

Critics have argued that these community centres did little to alter the funda-
mental realities of Chicago politics and the economics of urban development
responsible for the maintenance of slums (Snodgrass, 1976). Social disorganisation
theory mistook the social fallout associated with capitalist production as ‘natural’
or ‘spontaneous’ processes in the life course of cities, the unfortunate by-product
of organic processes of industrial development and urban sprawl. Shaw was not
unaware of this. He realised how the presence of the community centres satisfied
the consciences of philanthropists but did little about the system that allowed for-
tunes to be made from letting sub-standard housing. He had second thoughts
about ‘colluding with dishonest welfare organisations’ and making friends of busi-
nessmen who ‘knowingly misrepresent things because this makes a good story on
the coast and helps to raise money’ (Snodgrass, 1976: 15). He also worried about
neighbourhood councils as a means of instilling community order. The techniques
of informal social control they deployed resembled the coercive aspects of politi-
cal control within authoritarian regimes (Snodgrass, 1976: 17).
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Smith (1988) observes that Chicago sociology expressed American liberalism.
This belief regards the USA as the best expression of democratic society, a
proper balance of individual liberty and the just community. Or, at least it
would be, once a few wrinkles are ironed out. The Chicago sociologists
regarded the city as a problem in need of solving for the American democracy
to function properly. Using social maps, they visualised how the spaces of the
city were connected by social pathologies and reasoned that these pathologies
could only be addressed by neighbourhood interventions to cultivate the sense
of community. In this way, they became ‘market researchers of the welfare
state’, analysts with suggestions for improving its administration, but never
questioning the overall governing apparatus (Smith, 1988: 18). (Chapter 4 dis-
cusses the application of the Chicago model to British cities.)

Collective Efficacy

By the 1950s, Chicago Sociology seemed antiquated and it surrendered its pre-
miership to rivals. But during the 1980s, several sociologists revived the Chicago
tradition with an infusion of new concepts and techniques.

Robert J. Sampson has built his conception of ‘collective efficacy’ on the foun-
dation of social disorganisation. From Sampson’s perspective, crime results from
a community’s inability to realise common values. The causal sequence begins
with poverty, family disruption, and high residential mobility which bring about
anonymity, the lack of relationships among residents, and indifference to com-
munity organisation. Because of this indifference, neighbours fail to exercise con-
trol over common areas, such as parks and streets, so these are frequented by
criminals. Young people also have considerable freedom to act beyond neigh-
bourhood control because anonymity means their friends are unknown to adults
even though they may live a short distance from home. This results in higher
crime within the area, regardless of the people who reside there. In the Project
on Human Development in Chicago Neighbourhoods, Sampson and colleagues
conducted a study of some 12,000 blocks in 196 neighbourhoods, combining
interviews with government social statistics. They concluded that physical disor-
der and social disorder were associated with concentrated poverty and land use.
Consistent with the idea of collective efficacy, there was less crime in neigh-
bourhoods characterised by greater social cohesion and expectations concerning
informal social control (Sampson and Raudenbush, 1999).

Sampson has argued that this work has implications for communities in British
and European societies. He co-authored a study using information culled from
British Crime Surveys conducted in 1982 and 1984. Sampson and Groves (1989)
calculated crime rates and social indices for 238 localities across England and
Wales. Three of the social indexes had been specified by Shaw and McKay as
structural dimensions of social disorganisation: persistent poverty, ethnic diversity,
and residential mobility. Sampson and Groves suggested two more: urbanisation
and family disruption. They also proposed several ‘intervening dimensions of
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social disorganisation’ based on the prevalence of social networks within
communities. They decided that communities differ in the collective capacity of
residents to influence (control) one another based on differences in their ability to
control ‘teenage peer groups,’ such as street-corner congregating, ‘local friendship
networks,’ or social ties among residents, and ‘formal and voluntary organisations,’
such as committees, clubs, and local institutions. They affirmed the ‘power and
generalisability’ of social disorganisation theory, concluding that ‘Shaw and
McKay’s model explains crime and delinquency rates in a culture other than the
United States’ (Sampson and Groves, 1989). No single work, Lowenkamp,
Cullen and Pratt (2003: 352) have remarked, did more to reinvigorate social dis-
organisation theory in criminology than this article. Lowenkamp and associates
replicated the Sampson and Groves analysis with data from the 1994 British
Crime Survey; they conclude that the processes described represent an underly-
ing empirical pattern that has persisted over time.

Sampson’s policy suggestions have to do with changing communities; he
emphasises the need for ‘changing places, not people’. Reducing social disorgani-
sation and building collective efficacy are long-term propositions. Small successes
accumulate to turn neighbourhoods around and this would lead to lowering crime
in cities generally. These include: targeting specific neighbourhood sites known
for frequent criminal activity; abating the ‘spiral of decay’ by removing rubbish
and scrubbing graffiti from buildings; sponsoring youth activities to increase inter-
actions between youths and adults; reducing residential mobility through pro-
grammes enabling people to buy their own homes; scattering public housing2

across various neighbourhoods rather than concentrating it in poor neighbour-
hoods; ramping up urban services, including police, fire, and public health ser-
vices (especially aimed at reducing teenage pregnancy and child abuse); and
promoting volunteerism and community organisations (Sampson, 1995).

The Truly Disadvantaged

In the 1990s, Sampson teamed up with William J. Wilson, another represen-
tative of the ‘new’ Chicago sociology, to propose a theory about the overlap of
inequality, urban location, and African American populations. ‘The basic the-
sis,’ they wrote, ‘is that macro-social patterns of residential inequality give rise
to the social isolation of the truly disadvantaged, which in turn leads to struc-
tural barriers and cultural adaptations that undermine social organisation and
hence the control of crime’ (Sampson and Wilson, 1995: 53). This explanation
reflects much of Wilson’s work in Chicago on the changing economic fortunes
of Black Americans and the creation of the Black middle class. While new
arrivals to the city faced various forms of racism, in schools and neighbour-
hoods, the expanding post-war economy brought economic opportunities for
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Blacks that did not threaten Whites. This bifurcated the African American
community; it allowed some Blacks to escape menial labour into skilled blue-
collar trades and white-collar professions. The middle class did not remain in
the city. Those who could afford better houses moved out to the suburbs, leav-
ing behind a ‘semi-permanent underclass’ (Wilson, 1980; 1987).

Wilson referred to this underclass as ‘the truly disadvantaged’, individuals
who experience long-term unemployment, who engage in street crime, and
families in poverty and long-term welfare dependency (Wilson, 1987: 8). The
same social and economic forces that allowed for the creation of the Black
middle class now conspired against them. During the 1970s and 1980s, de-
industrialisation and the loss of entry-level positions in factories meant that
they could not pursue the same route to the suburbs the middle class had found
before them. The departure of the middle class accelerated a downward spiral,
the loss of contact with middle-class values and aspirations, and a deepening
culture of despair. The Black underclass lost their ‘social buffer,’ their access to
middle-class role models, to children who helped socialise neighbours into
middle-class life, and members of professions who had supplied community
leadership. The truly disadvantaged have responded by acting in deviant ways
that deepen their isolation; they do not cling to families, insist on orderly
schools, pursue employment, or resist alcohol and drugs (Wilson, 2003).

Wilson has departed from the orthodox Chicago School emphasis on
community-based interventions to the extent that he sees a vital role for the
federal government in instigating urban development projects. Wilson gave his
support to the Clinton Administration’s efforts to create universal health care, a
national child care system, and national education standards. More than once,
President Clinton remarked that he had been inspired by The Truly Disadvantaged
and referred to ‘the famous African American sociologist William Julius Wilson’
when asked about how Black Americans stood to gain from New Democrat eco-
nomic policies (Steinberg, 1997: 32). To address the problem of the city poor,
Wilson (1996) has recommended reviving the Works Progress Administration
(WPA). Wilson’s WPA would follow along the same lines as the one established
by President Franklin D. Roosevelt during the depression era. The new WPA
would operate job centres not only to provide training but also to offer services
such as organising car pools to bring individuals to places of employment. Not
only would the new WPA improve the quality of life in impoverished neigh-
bourhoods, but the jobs would also provide a conduit to permanent jobs by
affording the opportunity to develop the ‘soft skills’ of employability.

Critics argue that Wilson’s understanding of truly disadvantaged resembles
neo-conservative thinking about the ‘underclass’, a term he has used
(Bagguley and Mann, 1992; Wacquant, 1997). Essentially, his discussion places
too much emphasis on the culture of poor people living in city neighbour-
hoods and not enough on the structure of society at large that leads to their
impoverishment. Wilson has conceded that ‘underclass’ does have a pejorative
meaning, especially when read in the columns of journalists and neo-conservative
commentators. The term ought to be rejected, he suggested, because it had
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‘become a code word for inner-city blacks’, because it brought about a public
denunciation of poor people living in the city, and because it lacked sufficient
value as a guide to social scientific analysis. He resolved to substitute ‘ghetto
poor’ for ‘underclass’. At the same time, he maintained that ‘simplistic
either/or notions of culture versus structure have impeded the development of
a broader theoretical context’ from which to investigate the impact of eco-
nomic changes on the urban poor (Wilson, 1991: 1–4).

Strain Theor y
Strain theory offers the most direct explanation for why social policy should
be utilised for crime reduction. The strain/anomie tradition insists that crime
is not brought about by poverty so much as inequality. In an economic system
that prevents participation by some individuals, it is relative (rather than
absolute) deprivation that pressurises them into criminal activity.

Anomie and Opportunity

The key question for strain theory is how to account for crime despite rising
affluence. The United States is, by a number of measures, a wealthy country
and yet it also has one of the highest rates of violent crime. For Robert Merton,
who wrote the initial statement in the 1930s, the answer could be found in the
difference between culture and structure. His essay, ‘Social Structure and
Anomie’, remains among the most cited in criminology (Featherstone and
Deflem, 2003: 471). Culture establishes the meaning of success; it specifies
‘the goals’, what things are worth pursuing, and the ‘means,’ the ways to go
about obtaining them. Structure has to do with distribution of the means. In a
well-ordered society, the goals and means are consonant. That is, society
affords all of its members a reasonable expectation of achieving success dur-
ing their lifetimes. But too many of those in American society experienced dis-
sonance between the goals and means, Merton felt, because they had been led
to desire a way of life social circumstances made it impossible to achieve.

‘The cultural demands made on persons in this situation are incompatible,’
Merton (1938: 679) wrote. ‘On the one hand, they are asked to orient their con-
duct toward the prospect of accumulating wealth and on the other, they are
largely denied effective opportunities to do so institutionally’. Living under con-
ditions of strain requires adaptation by one of several strategies. ‘Conformity’,
he suggested, was followed by all those who were reasonably comfortable with
their position in society or at least confident of their ability to improve their posi-
tion. They accept the cultural goals in the belief that they benefit from the
means afforded by the prevailing structure. Members of the working class
would be tempted to pursue another strategy, ‘innovation’. Innovators accept the
goals, but because the legitimate means are not available, pursue alternative
means, which is to say illegal means, of obtaining them.
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During the 1960s, strain theory was reformulated by Richard Cloward and
Lloyd Ohlin. Their ‘opportunity theory’ extended strain logic to the problem
of adolescent crime and gang affiliation. Like Merton, they wrote about the
overemphasis in American culture on material success and the consequences
of structural barriers for individual achievement. ‘Pressures toward the for-
mation of delinquent subcultures’, Cloward and Ohlin (1960: 54) said, ‘origi-
nate in the marked disparities between culturally induced aspirations among
lower class youth and the possibility of achieving them by legitimate means’.
But as Cloward and Ohlin pointed out, a young person who had decided to
pursue an illegitimate route to success could only choose from those illegal
activities available within the community. Whether to get involved in organ-
ised theft or burglary, the drug trade, or some other line of criminal work
depended on the extent to which adults in the neighbourhood had already
organised such enterprises. This aspect of their work has been referred to as
the ‘other side of strain’.

Opportunity theory informed the American experiment with social crime
prevention during the 1960s. The solution to delinquency, Cloward and Ohlin
argued, was a matter of expanding opportunities for young people. Make it
possible for young people to succeed, by offering jobs and training for jobs,
and they would turn their back on gangs, crime and drugs. The system needed
fixing, not the youths. Their Mobilisation of Youth project, initiated in a poor
neighbourhood within New York City, sought to increase employment oppor-
tunities, provide job-training and skill-development, and help minority youth
overcome workplace discrimination. It became the model for numerous pro-
grammes carried out as part of President Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty.
Essentially, opportunity theory became a guide not only to delinquency pre-
vention but poverty prevention in general.

David Downes (1998) has argued that Merton’s theory works quite well in
Britain. Merton had put his finger on the key question of how to account for
rising delinquency despite growing affluence and welfare support. In focusing
on rising expectations in the context of consumerism, Merton had identified a
component of Marx’s theory of political economy (rather than Durkheim’s
concept of anomie as Merton framed it) and distilled a theory of deviance from
it. Downes’s research in London’s East End during the 1960s led him to con-
clude that if non-skilled young men were to be denied the chance of con-
tributing to and benefiting from technological society as it was being built, the
price would be high. He feared that erosion of the welfare state initiated by
the Thatcher government in 1979 would lead to American-style crime policies
of mass imprisonment (Downes, 1998: 107–8).

Social Support

The emergence of social support theory in the 1980s rekindled strain theory.
Francis Cullen (1983) distinguished two meanings of strain in Merton’s
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writing – individual (psychological) and societal (structural). Strain, experienced
by individuals at the psychological level, would produce anger, frustration,
and anxiety and lead to deviant behaviour as an expression of this frustration.
But strain also represented a rational choice in the context of limited oppor-
tunities. The criminal, under conditions in American society, did not need to
experience any special stress or pressure to become deviant. Deviance and
crime occur when illegitimate routes to success become the ‘technically most
effective procedure’. Cullen avoided the word ‘strain’ as a characteristic of
such theories and replaced it with ‘structuring’.

Cullen’s theory of crime centres on the concept of ‘social support’, an idea
implicit in sociologies of crime going back to the Chicago criminologists.
Cullen contends that people avoid crime to the extent that communities and
neighbourhoods meet their material and psychological needs. ‘An important
key to solving the crime problem’, Cullen (1994: 552) has stated, ‘is the con-
struction of a supportive social order’. If enough resources flow to areas of
need, people will commit fewer crimes and there will be much less need for
harsher measures of government crime control. At the same time, government
should prevent crime by means of social policy rather than crime policy gen-
erally. Social justice expresses criminology’s highest ambition. Or, as Cullen
put it, ‘good criminology’ pursues the ‘good society’. Progressive strategies
should nurture a culture of supportive concern for others and discourage the
values of individualism and competitiveness (Cullen, Wright and Chamlin,
1999: 198–203).

Social support theory is consistent with research in the USA about the
impact of government benefits on crime. Hannon and DeFronzo (1998) exam-
ined welfare assistance across 406 metropolitan counties and found increases
in welfare payments to be correlated with lower levels of crime. They con-
clude that welfare assistance mitigates what would otherwise be a strong rela-
tionship between disadvantage and crime rates. This finding is consistent with
anomie/strain theory, they suggest, as welfare assistance appears to allow poor
individuals to legally obtain culturally defined goals, lessening the anger and
frustration that would otherwise lead them to crime.

There is some disagreement among the proponents of social support theory
about whether government can truly stand in for families and communities when
they fail to provide nurturance, shared values, aid and comfort. Government
programmes offer a soulless alternative to the experience of solidarity within
a community. Cullen’s model proposes, however, that most people need all the
support they can get from all sources. Social support should be delivered at the
local level through early intervention and community-based programmes. It
should be delivered at the national level through government assistance to per-
sons in need and indirectly through federally funded programmes. Cullen sug-
gests that social support can also be delivered within the criminal justice
system, by such means as prisoner rehabilitation and re-entry (Pratt and
Godsey, 2002: 590–1).
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Crime and the ‘American Dream’

In 1994, Steven Messner and Richard Rosenfeld published a major restatement
of Merton’s work that has been called ‘institutional anomie’ theory. They
attribute high levels of criminal violence in American society to the ‘American
Dream’ defined as a ‘broad cultural ethos that entails a commitment to the goal
of material success, to be pursued by everyone in society, under conditions of
open, individual competition’ (Messner and Rosenfeld, 1994). This cultural
ethos generates strong pressure for acquiring wealth, but does not contain suf-
ficient prohibitions about the means of achieving that fortune.

Messner and Rosenfeld, as Bernburg (2002) explains, depart from Merton in
their portrayal of the structural sources of anomie within the cultural sensibili-
ties of the capitalist market economy. The values engendered by market society,
the pursuit of self-interest, accumulation of wealth, and individual competition,
have become exaggerated relative to the values related to the family, education,
and even politics. Messner and Rosenfeld point to the overwhelming influence
of economic institutions in American society. Other institutions – family, school,
and even politics – tend to be overwhelmed by the market. These other institu-
tions would be instilling cultural beliefs about the importance of playing by the
rules, that family is important, and so on. These institutions are important for
‘socialising’ members into accepted social standards. For Messner and
Rosenfeld, the market not only shapes the cultural definition of success and the
distribution of labour, but also limits the effectiveness of other social institutions
in their ability to address the imbalance (Bernburg, 2002: 733).

Messner and Rosenfeld make several policy recommendations aimed at
reducing the influence of money in American life. Pro-family policies, such as
family leave for workers, job sharing, flexible work schedules and employer-
organised child care would give parents more time to devote to their families.
Severing the link between educational credentials and employment (by de-
emphasising the high school diploma as the qualification for work) would
allow students motivated to work to begin a job, and students interested in
learning to pursue an education. They would lobby for creation of a national
service corps to engage people in the ways that emphasise collective goals
rather than individual material success. And, they advocate cultural transfor-
mation generally – American culture should be steered toward mutual support
and collective obligations and away from individual rights, interests, rewards,
and privileges (Messner and Rosenfeld, 2006).

While Messner and Rosenfeld entitled their work to reflect their critique of
American society, they have extended this critique beyond its borders. The
threat posed by the American Dream is not peculiarly American, because mar-
ket hegemony is actually a planetary phenomenon. Drawing on Karl Polanyi’s
framework, Messner and Rosenfeld (2000: 13) stress the ‘fundamental issue
confronting all capitalist societies: the need to restrain the market and prevent
the economy from dominating other institutional realms’. In The Great
Transformation (1944), Polanyi offered an account of the progress of industrial
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capitalism during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. One process
in this transformation involved the expansion of the market as the mechanism
for centring economic activity. The other involved counter-moves to prevent
the market from undermining social order altogether. This was necessary
because market exchange is ‘disembedded’ from other social relationships. To
allow the market to expand unchecked would prove disastrous because it
would undermine the cultural and moral foundations of human existence.

Capitalist societies staved off the worst effects of the market by construct-
ing welfare states, essentially a strategy for re-embedding (Messner and
Rosenfeld, 2000). The difficult task confronting market societies is thus to
‘nurture cultural orientations’ that sustain market exchange, but, at the same
time, instil ‘considerations of collective order and mutual obligation’. While
markets promote the values of individual rights and liberties, it falls to gov-
ernment to supply counter-balancing political and social values.

Market dominance promotes high rates of crime through both structural
and cultural processes. Messner and Rosenfeld suggest that crime rates in
advanced industrial states vary with the extent and scope of welfare provisions.
Globalisation, the ‘confluence of social and cultural changes that loosen the con-
straints of geography on the actions of individuals and collectivities’, threatens to
elevate crime rates unless governments take steps to mitigate its impact (Messner
and Rosenfeld, 2000: 18). Savolainen (2000) took a look at cross-national homi-
cide rates to examine the welfare state effect. He surmised that homicide rates
would differ by nation depending on the strength of the welfare state in mitigat-
ing the impact of economic inequality. Consistent with institutional anomie the-
ory, he found economic inequality to be a strong predictor of national homicide
rates in nations with under-developed welfare structures. He suggested that
homicide may not be a function of inequality so much as the size of an econom-
ically marginalised population; nations most resistant to the effects of economic
inequality are those with tiny or nonexistent underclass populations.

Control Theor y
Control theory presents an unlikely explanation for the link between social
policy and crime. It is frequently classified as rational choice theory, meaning
that individual choice is more important to the explanation of crime than
social conditions constraining that choice. But control theory can be read in
different ways, leading W. Byron Groves and associates to argue that it should
be regarded as a radical theory consistent with Marx’s theory of political economy
(Lynch and Groves, 1989; Groves and Sampson, 1987).

The Social Bond

Travis Hirschi decided that most criminological theories start with the wrong
question. Rather than asking what is it that leads some people to break the
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law, Hirschi invites criminologists to ask: Why is it that most people abide by
the law? If inequality pressurised society in the way strain theory says it does,
then the real mystery would be why more people are not involved in crime.
His answer, in the form of social bond theory, has ranked as the most popular
explanation of crime among American criminologists (Walsh and Ellis, 1999).

Most people, Hirschi (1969) reasons, have motivations other than fear of
arrest and imprisonment for behaving themselves. They have made invest-
ments in society, ‘stakes in conformity’, that would be jeopardised by an
adventure into lawbreaking. They are bonded to society to an extent sufficient
to render them unwilling to break the rules. The social bond can be under-
stood as the rewards that accrue from participation in conventional social
activities; it is comprised of the relationships, ambitions, and moral beliefs
that commit people to law-abiding behaviour. Delinquents engage in anti-
social behaviour and crime because their ties to conventional order have been
weak or broken. He identified four elements of the social bond: attachment
(sensitivity to the opinions of others), commitment (pursuit of conventional
behaviour), involvement (time spent in conventional activities), and belief
(accepting that people should obey the rules).

In other words, law-abiding behaviour must be purchased; it must have some
payoff for individuals (Lynch and Groves, 1989). If this sort of reward system
fails, crime can be suppressed only by coercive measures such as punishment
and threat of punishment. To make conformity attractive, society must offer
something to its members – something of use for meeting human and cultur-
ally defined needs. The moral of the control story, then, is grasping the struc-
tures and processes by which these rewards are unequally distributed so that
social bonds are not the same for everyone (Lynch and Groves, 1989: 79–80).
It is easy, given this reading of control theory, to see how the social bond varies
in proportion to social exclusion: the greater the experience of social exclusion,
the weaker the social bond. This reading of social bond theory explains its pop-
ularity among self-described liberal criminologists in the USA who think of
broken social bonds in terms of unfair economic opportunities and lack of
educational opportunities (Walsh and Ellis, 1999).

‘Eight Simple Rules’

Control theory has been classified as a conservative approach because of the
tendency to read it alongside Hirschi’s later work. A General Theory of Crime,
co-authored with Michael Gottfredson (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 2002), sets
out self-control as the explanation for criminal behaviour, and since its publi-
cation, interpreters have tended to project the Hirschi of self-control onto the
Hirschi of social bond. In this way, ‘control theory’ becomes an unlikely place
for social policy. Jock Young (1999) places Gottfredson’s and Hirschi’s
approach on the ‘right of the political spectrum’ and suggests that they cham-
pion an individualist explanation of crime consistent with a criminal justice
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response. Yet as Taylor (2001: 374) points out, Gottfredson and Hirschi clearly
reject long-term imprisonment and aggressive policing as a primary response:
‘Because offenders are oriented to the short-term, manipulation of the crimi-
nal justice system, the ancient and popular solution to the crime problem,
should have little or no impact on their behaviour’ (Gottfredson and Hirschi,
2002: 295). While A General Theory of Crime does not explicitly deal with
issues of inequality, there is no theoretical bar to why programmes aimed at
helping the poor and disadvantaged would not contribute positively to par-
ents’ ability to teach self-control.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (2002) explain that their self-control theory is a
‘choice theory’; a theory that assumes rational decision-making on the part of
the criminal. This leads them in the direction of situational crime prevention.
Programmes or practices that reduce opportunities, or make it more difficult
or complex to enjoy criminal pleasures, will be most effective. Increasing the
cost of alcohol or prohibiting its availability in particular settings offers a
low-cost method of crime control. Generally, crime policies should address
specific crimes rather than attempt to deal with all crimes, or the most serious
of crimes. For this reason, control theory counsels against placing greater
authority for crime control with the federal government. Local authorities,
particularly those responsible for schools and closest to the community where
they can aid families in distress, should take the lead in crime prevention.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (2002: 298–301) propose ‘eight simple rules’ for
crime reduction. Policymakers should not attempt to reduce crime by inca-
pacitating adults, rehabilitating adults, promoting proactive policing, or
increasing severity of criminal penalties. Rather, policymakers should support
programmes providing alternatives to unsupervised activities of teenagers and
providing early education and effective childcare. Policies are needed that pro-
mote and facilitate two-parent families and that increase the number of care-
givers relative to the number of children.

Routine Activities
Like control theory, routine activities theory seems an unlikely entry in a con-
versation about social policy and crime. One of the primary advocates of this
theory, Marcus Felson, declares that welfare provision has no impact on crime
rates. Routine activities theory does, however, offer a sociological explanation
for crime leading to the conclusion that criminal justice is not the solution.

The Chemistry for Crime

Routine activities theory arrives at its iconoclastic statements about the welfare
state from an intriguing starting point. Rather than ask why some people com-
mit crimes, routine activities theory asks why some people become crime
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victims. Since the first victimisation surveys were carried out in the 1970s,
criminologists have become aware that people differ in their risk of becoming
victims of crime. Individuals who are young, unmarried, and who live in cities
run a higher risk of being victimised. And, one of the groups in society with the
highest risk of victimisation consists of those persons who have been victimised
before. To explain these patterns, criminologists have looked at the lifestyles or
‘routine activities’ of persons on the assumption that how people act, and with
whom they interact, places them at greater or lesser risk of being victimised.

Felson (2002) explains this ‘chemistry for crime’ with reference to convergence
in time and space of three elements. In order for a crime to occur, there must be
a willing offender, a suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian. The
model does not seek to understand what makes an offender willing; it only
assumes that a crime could not occur unless someone was willing, for whatever
reason, to break the law. The term ‘target’ is preferred over victim because the
victim might be completely absent from the scene – the owner of a television set
is usually away when the burglar nicks it. Guardianship does not refer to uni-
formed security or police but to anybody whose presence discourages the would-
be criminal. The fact that ‘someone is at home’ inhibits burglary even though
that somebody is not intentionally engaged in security. This line of reasoning
leads to two initial conclusions. First, patterns of routine activities and lifestyles
are assumed to create a criminal opportunity structure by enhancing contact
between potential criminals and victims. Second, the subjective value of the
victim as a ‘target’ and its level of accessibility related to ‘guardianship’ deter-
mine the choice of a particular victim (Miethe and Meier, 1990: 245). Or, as
Felson (1987: 914) phrases it: ‘Although the fox finds each hare one by one, the
fox population varies with the hare population on which it feeds’.

Cohen and Felson (1979) outlined the routine activities approach in 1979 in
an article dealing with crime trends in the USA in the decades after the Second
World War. Many theories of crime did not seem to fit. If poverty, unemploy-
ment, and urbanisation explain crime rates, then crime should have
decreased. But crime increased. They surmised that changes in the lifestyle of
many Americans had made them more vulnerable to household crimes. More
homes were left unguarded as women entered full-time work and more fami-
lies could afford weeks away on holiday (by travelling on the newly built
‘interstate’). At the same time, the diffusion of transistors and plastics gener-
ated new categories of portable goods that could be stolen. Property crime was
an unintended effect of the dispersion of activities away from family and
household settings. Felson contends that this reasoning still represents the best
explanation for the rise in burglary in the USA and Western Europe during the
1960s and 1970s. The best predictor of annual burglary rates, he points out, is
the weight of the smallest television set sold each year.

Much of the empirical study of crime that makes use of the routine activi-
ties framework is conducted in the USA. But studies of developments in the
European context have begun to appear. Tseloni and others (2004) examined
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factors related to burglary in the UK, USA, and the Netherlands based on
victimisation surveys conducted in these countries during the 1990s. They
conclude that burglary of American households displayed more idiosyncratic
patterns than European households, but that some cross-national patterns sup-
port the application of routine activities theory. Wittebrood and Nieuwbeerta
(2000) carried out an innovative study in the Netherlands using information
culled from life histories data rather than victimisation surveys. They affirmed
the usefulness of the routine activities perspective in explaining repeat
victimisation: individuals who have once been victimised suffer a higher risk
of subsequent victimisation.

The Welfare State Fallacy?

Although Felson’s theory has been taken as theoretical support for situational
crime prevention, there is an argument for sociological intervention on a macro
scale. When Felson talks about situational crime prevention, he has in mind
‘natural social control’ maintained through relationships among passers-by, neigh-
bours, and family members (Felson, 1987: 912). He is decidedly unenthusiastic
about the ‘unnatural’ social control carried out by police, courts and prisons.

Felson is also unenthusiastic about social policy as a means of crime pre-
vention, going so far as to refer to the ‘welfare state fallacy’. He is sceptical of
the claim that the USA is a world-leader in crime rates because it refuses to
deliver more than a minimalist welfare state. America certainly offers less in
the way of welfare benefits than European welfare states, but this does not
translate into higher crime. The welfare state neither causes crime nor reduces
crime – ‘crime variations in industrial nations have nothing to do with the wel-
fare state’ (Felson, 2002: 12). Felson points out that according to victimisation
surveys, the USA does not have a higher crime rate than Europe. He cites the
work of Van Kesteren, Mayhew, and Nieuwbeerta (2001), who coordinated
victimisation surveys in 17 industrial countries, and found the USA to rank
eleventh in overall victimisation. Countries with generous welfare benefits –
Netherlands and Sweden – were found to have higher overall criminal victim-
isation than the USA (Van Kesteren, Mayhew, and Nieuwbeerta, 2001: 38).

As is always the case in comparative criminology, finding appropriate points of
comparison is difficult. The weakest link in Felson’s argument is that victimisa-
tion surveys provide better information about property crime than about violent
crime. The Netherlands, for example, falls into the ‘high’ band of overall victim-
isation along with Australia, England and Wales, and Sweden. But much of this
is a function of higher rates of petty crime, such as bicycle theft and car vandal-
ism, which account for half of all reported victimisation (Van Kesteren, Mayhew
and Nieuwbeerta, 2001). In other words, the Netherlands does have a high rate
of crime when it comes to bicycle theft and the USA has a high rate of crime
when it comes to murder. That said, the point Felson wants to make is that
policy rhetoric about social welfare should not be confused with that of crime
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reduction. One can believe the welfare state will bring about poverty reduction
without believing that it will also bring about crime reduction.

Tham (1998) reports on an interesting ‘natural experiment’ to test the wel-
fare effect on crime. He compared crime rates in the UK and Sweden during
the 1980s, following the Conservative victory in the UK of 1979 and a victory
for the Social Democrats in Sweden in 1982. The differing approaches to crime
during these years should have, according to the logic of the welfare state, led
to differences in crime. But in carrying out his analysis, Tham could not point
to evidence showing that ‘welfare-state policies actually might have dimin-
ished crime’ in Sweden. Similarly, Bondeson (2005) observes that crime rates
have increased in all the Scandinavian countries (Sweden, Finland, Denmark,
Norway) since the 1960s. Similar trends can be observed for crimes of theft
and assault in the Scandinavian countries and in Austria, England and Wales,
Germany, and the Netherlands. The welfare model, she proposes, has not less-
ened crime but has softened the criminal justice policies in the welfare states.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have seen how four questions about crime lead to differ-
ent conclusions about the impact of social policy. Why do ‘high crime’ areas
of cities persist despite turnover among residents? How is it that a wealthy
society also has high rates of crime? Why do most people living in conditions
of social inequality not turn to crime? How is it that some people are vic-
timised by crime much more than others? At the policy end, this translates
into emphasis on community-based and local programmes, affirmation of the
welfare state, programmes targeting parents and schools, and efforts to redi-
rect the social activities that comprise everyday life. Criminologists working
within each of these frameworks agree that conventional methods of policing
and prisons will be ineffective.

Questions for Discussion

1. The UK government plans to redevelop blighted areas of East London in prepa-
ration for the 2012 Olympic Games. Will rebuilding this area achieve long-term
poverty reduction?

2. Does pursuit of the American Dream explain crime in British society? Is the
‘British Dream’ slightly or significantly different?

3. Is it fair to say that police and prisons are short-term solutions to the problem
of crime and that social policy presents a long-term solution?

4. Is it appropriate to justify social policies with reference to their (potential) crime
reduction qualities?
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SUMMARY

• Policy ter ms such as ‘under class’ and ‘social exclusion’ activate racialised and
gendered images of poor people

• Popular concer ns about the welfar e state have focused on issues of welfar e depen-
dency and scr ounging and have overlooked implications for victimisation of women

• Reactions to urban riots and immigrants have invoked the belief that poor people
are danger ous and violent

One of the working assumptions of critical enquiry in criminology is that
social problems are seldom what they seem. Critical criminologists demon-
strate how the response to crime is about more than reducing victimisation.
Crime represents a site for the construction of a number of social projects
principally tied to popular anxieties about the poor. News headlines about
surges in crime rates and the emergence of new types of criminality convey
messages consistent with the popular beliefs that poor people are prone to vio-
lence and are addicted to welfare benefits.

Popular discussions of crime and poverty often invoke racialised and gen-
dered images of criminality. Portrayals reference the idea of a criminal under-
class, a subset of people distinguished by the persistence of their criminality and
the hopelessness of their poverty. The image of the rioter is an immigrant, link-
ing violence with ‘blackness’ or ‘asianness’; the image of the welfare ‘scrounger’
is a woman, cheating the system. While the text is about crime and poverty, the
subtext is about blackness and whiteness, masculinity and femininity.

This chapter pursues insights from critical criminology into ulterior aspects
of crime and social policy. We will examine three recent policy discussions
with the aim of revealing the messages for ‘race’1 and gender. Part one

Poverty, ‘Race’ and
Gender 33

1’Race’ appears in inverted commas to draw attention to its meaning as a socio-
political construction. I capitalise Black and White because these terms reflect group
identities in society and not divisions of humankind based on skin colour (Knepper,
1996: 2001).

Knepper-3530-CH-03.qxd  2/23/2007  11:38 AM  Page 36



POVERTY, ‘RACE’ AND GENDER 37

considers underclass and social exclusion as explanations for crime, pointing
to their effect in racialising crime. Part two critiques the idea of welfare depen-
dency and crime in diffusing ideas about women and welfare provision. Part
three examines the ‘threat’ of the poor; the notion that poor people are prone
to violence.

From Underclass to Social Exclusion
The language of underclass and social exclusion has entered British policy
debates about poverty and crime. While these conceptions do invite discussion
of serious and worthwhile issues, they also represent unsavoury projects in
relation to ethnic and cultural minorities.

The Underclass

For several decades, underclass terminology has been overheard in popular
discussions of poverty. Dahrendorf (1987) and Field (1989) popularised this
term in the 1980s as a commentary on the public’s indifference to the victims
of economic transformation. The British economy threatened to create a cate-
gory of persons with an economic standing so low in the class structure that
they stood outside it. The underclass lacked the requisite vocational skills and
educational qualifications to become working class, and, without strategic gov-
ernment support, would withdraw both culturally and politically to become a
permanent class of outsiders. Yet attitudes toward the poor expressed them-
selves in a growing indifference.

By making use of the underclass terminology, Dahrendorf and Field were,
as Lister (1996: 10) has argued, playing with fire. ‘Underclass’ has always been
more of a journalistic term than a social science concept (Westergaard, 1992)
and reflects a political judgment rather than the language of social-science
measurement (Lister, 1990). It has had the greatest currency in America,
where media-led investigations during the 1970s and 1980s into the problems
of the cities linked it with African Americans.

In American policy debate, underclass has been understood as referring to
not merely the poorest of the poor, but to people characterised as poor, Black,
and criminal. A cover story in Time magazine for 1977 defined the underclass
as ‘people who are more intractable, more socially alien and more hostile than
almost anyone had imagined’. To avoid leaving any ambiguity about who was
being referred to, the article went on to explain that although members come
from all ‘races’ and live in different places, ‘the underclass is made up mostly
of impoverished urban blacks who still suffer from the heritage of slavery and
discrimination’ (quoted in Marks, 1991: 447). A decade later, The Atlantic, a
more ‘serious’ literary magazine, updated the popular criminology of the
underclass with an article clarifying its origins. The author explained how
almost every aspect of ghetto life was the consequence not of slavery but the
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migration of Black Americans from rural areas of the South to northern cities
following the Second World War. ‘It appears that the distinctive culture is now
the greatest barrier to progress by the black underclass, rather than either
employment or welfare’ (quoted in Marks, 1991: 451).

The term amounts to a code word for urban Blacks, enabling journalists to
diffuse demeaning stereotypes under cover of civic-minded social investiga-
tion. Inniss and Feagin (1989) pointed to serious conceptual problems with
underclass analysis by noting its usage as a pejorative for Black residents of
impoverished areas in American cities. Poor people in Liverpool, they began,
suffered from the same economic forces as poor people in Chicago, New York
and Atlanta, but ‘few US scholars would seriously discuss these white, for-
merly middle-income families and individuals in Liverpool as some type of
“underclass” … ‘ (Inniss and Feagin, 1989: 14). As it happened, one American
scholar, Charles Murray, did just this. In a pair of Sunday Times editorials, he
warned of an emerging British underclass. He defined the underclass not by a
changing economic situation, but by behaviour of underclass members, much
of it against the law, and claimed that it had more to do with the welfare state
than ‘racial’ minorities in British society. Murray’s use of the term illustrates
its use as a stigmatising label. Seeing the poor as a class apart makes it easier
for the working and middle classes to write off poor people as beyond the
bonds of common citizenship (Lister, 1990: 24–6).

In the British context, underclass terminology is not linked to blackness as it
is in the American context, but it continues to operate in much the same way in
relation to cultural minorities and crime. Vanderbeck (2003) unpacks media dis-
cussion surrounding the conviction of Tony Martin, a Norfolk farmer, for the
murder of sixteen-year-old Fred Barras, a gypsy traveller, in 1999. Barras broke
into Martin’s farmhouse and Martin killed him with a shotgun blast. Newspaper
journalists made use of the event as an occasion to vent anxieties about
Travellers, locating them within the underclass. Descriptions of Barras’s life
included the signifiers of underclass membership: experienced educational fail-
ure, grew up on a deprived council estate, raised by a single mother, and con-
nived with Travellers. ‘Fred Barrass’, said The Sunday Times, ‘was an underclass
criminal who became the victim of his own offending’. In fact, The Sunday Times
used the Martin trial to introduce a section of readers’ letters entitled ‘A Violent
Underclass is a Threat to Us All’ (quoted in Vanderbeck, 2003: 373).

Hayward and Yar (2006) provide a further example in their discussion of the
‘chav’ phenomenon. The chav lifestyle is thought to be reflected in baseball
caps and tracksuits, gold chains, excessive make-up and sun-bed tans, binge
drinking and hip-hop music. As a label for a group of people, the word is
clearly meant to convey scorn and derision. Chav is said to mean ‘Council
Housed And Violent’ or ‘Council House Vermin’; chavs are believed to repre-
sent ‘Britain’s new burgeoning underclass’. The word has a long association
with marginalisation and exclusion. In Romany dialect, a small child is known
as a chavo or chavi. Its current meaning appears to have emerged from North
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Kent in the southeast of England, a destination frequented by gypsy travellers
since the nineteenth century. Chavs became a national concern following the
decisions of major shopping centres, such as Bluewater in Kent and Elephant
and Castle in south London to ban baseball caps and hoods. Hayward and Yar
(2006) suggest that popular discourse about a criminal underclass has meta-
morphosed into discussion of chavs, a population increasingly seen as threat-
ening and menacing.

Social Exclusion and Crime Prevention

In the simplest sense, ‘social exclusion’ was meant to be less demeaning than
underclass, to highlight the victimhood of poor people. It was also meant to
signify a moral commitment to helping the poor with a comprehensive pro-
gramme, consistent with the idea of being tough on the causes of crime. The
phrase began to appear in UK policy documents after the 1997 election of
the Labour government. The Social Exclusion Unit, set up in Whitehall the
following year, signalled the priority attached to reducing economic and social
divisions in the country. The official definition explains social exclusion as:

A short-hand label for what can happen when individuals or areas suffer from
a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low
incomes, poor housing, high crime environments, bad health and family break-
down. (Social Exclusion Unit, 2000: 1)

The phrase found its way to Britain from France via EU anti-poverty pro-
grammes. Originally, exclusion sociale referred to groups left out of the social
insurance scheme. The French government had made policies that excluded cat-
egories of persons from receiving social insurance on the basis of explicit crite-
ria; to be included, persons needed to have a job or be married to someone who
had a job. There were some eleven categories of excluded persons (in 1974):
physically and mentally disabled, the ‘suicidal’, aged invalids, abused children,
chemically dependent, delinquents, single parents (sole mothers), multi-problem
households, ‘marginals’, ‘asocials’, and ‘social misfits’ (Peace, 2001: 19).

Social exclusion remains a contested term. MacDonald and Marsh (2001:
375–6) do not offer an unqualified endorsement, but recognise the language of
social exclusion has some advantages in comparison with underclass. It points
to how aspects of disadvantage cluster together, suggesting the need for mul-
tiple kinds of support. It implies a process whereby some people become
included and some people do not. And, it suggests the importance of locality,
the difference in levels of disadvantage across geographical areas. Other schol-
ars believe the social exclusion paradigm should be jettisoned because it adds
nothing to our understanding of inequality. Ratcliffe (1999) says that its use
leads to oversimplification of complicated social, economic and political
processes and can lead to pathologisation of communities. When used to refer
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to cultural exclusion, for example, it is problematic given the difficulty of
defining the cultural mainstream, the crude dichotomy involved, and the
implication of powerlessness as a starting point. The dangers of this phrase,
Ratcliffe concludes, mirror those of the underclass.

Saris and Bartley (2002) discuss Ireland’s experience with the social exclu-
sion model and how it has led to the spacialisation of social problems. They
studied Gallanstown Housing Estate in Cherry Orchard, a western suburb of
Dublin following the Hallowe’en riots of 1995. This estate had come to resem-
ble a ‘national park’ for the socially excluded, complete with ‘park rangers’,
specially trained police and welfare workers, to manage park residents. This
spacialisation contributed to the conflation of ‘street culture’ and criminality
in a way that reinforced estate inhabitants as a distinct population, almost a
sub-category of whiteness. The wearing of tracksuits, sovereign rings, and
particular hairstyles were taken as the signs of a category of persons prone to
violence and crime (Saris and Bartley, 2002: 15).

When taken as the source of crime, social exclusion is problematic because its
solution, social inclusion or integration, is about more than crime reduction. This
can be seen in a look at the French effort to use social inclusion as a means of
crime prevention. Shortly after the election of François Mitterand in May 1981,
riots occurred in Lyon and other French cities. The government chose to see
these events as symptomatic of a decline in French citizenship. Riotous behav-
iour occurred among groups that experienced ‘exclusion’ from French life and
participation in key social, educational, cultural, and political institutions.
Mitterand established a commission of mayors, chaired by Gilbert Bonnemaison,
to formulate a plan of action, and the commission’s report, Dealing with Delinquency:
Prevention, Repression, Solidarity (1982), outlined what became known as the
Bonnemaison model. Generally speaking, the model proposed that government
should rely on social policies, rather than law enforcement and punishment, to
alleviate the causes of crime (Bonnemaison, 1992). The rationale derived from
the belief that the purpose of social policy should allow every individual the
‘chance to become integrated’ within French society.

The French model attracted the attention of the international community,
including Home Office authorities. Crawford (2000, 26) argues that ‘British
criminologists have been seduced by the language of “social exclusion”’ in offi-
cial French discourse. British endorsements neglect to mention that crime
rates have increased in France since the 1980s despite the Bonnemaison pro-
gramme, and further, the projects put in place during the 1980s failed to cir-
cumvent a recurrence of rioting in several French cities during the 1990s
(Crawford, 2000a: 27).2

But the primary problem is not an argument over its effectiveness. Crawford
argues that British observers have overlooked the ways in which social crime
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prevention contributes to French politics. The inclusion effort expressed in
French criminal law ‘is blind to social difference and the reality of cultural
pluralism in France’ (Crawford, 2000a: 28). The concept of solidarity conceives
of the French people as homogenous. Like the French ideal of citoyen, ‘citizen’,
it does not recognise divergent ethnic identities. All French people are pre-
sumed to work toward the fulfilment of national goals, despite ethnic and cul-
tural differences. The idea of integration refers to the process by which
individuals at the margins of French nationhood are understood to require
incorporation. The failure to incorporate such groups represented by immi-
grant populations is seen as the central problem confronting the French state,
and therefore the strategy targeted marginal youths, particularly those of
North African origin, for inclusion into French society. Questions should be
asked, Crawford says, about the meaning of social inclusion as a remedy:
Inclusion into what? Inclusion on what terms?

The Welfare State, Crime and Dependency
In the 1990s, the idea of welfare dependency emerged as a cause of crime.
This discussion took place as governments in the UK and USA pursued
restructuring of welfare in the direction of workfare.

Welfare Dependency

Charles Murray provoked discussion in Britain about welfare dependency
with his Sunday Times editorials. Britain’s emerging underclass, he said, had
resulted from ‘incentives to fail’ within the benefits scheme (Murray, 1996a).

Murray acknowledged that the USA had higher rates of violent crimes than
the UK, but claimed that Britain was caught up in the same criminogenic
trend. It was just that America had reached the future first. Murray predicted
that rival interpretations of the crime figures would fade against the reality ‘that
England is indeed becoming a more dangerous place to live’ and insisted that
this process was not occurring everywhere, only in those neighbourhoods in
which the underclass was taking over (Murray, 1996a: 36–7). Murray did not
see social policy as the solution, but part of the problem. Welfare had done at
least as much harm as good, proven more expensive than anticipated, and had
many negative side-effects, including illegitimacy, voluntary joblessness,
fatherless families, and crime. Murray expressed his belief in ‘limited central
government’ and urged those concerned about the problem of persistent
poverty to ‘stop thinking as engineers’ (Murray, 1996b: 90–1).

Murray’s argument is inconsistent with research in the USA into the effects
of welfare assistance on rates of crime. DeFronzo conducted a series of studies
in the 1980s and 1990s comparing crime rates and welfare assistance across
urban areas. He has found higher welfare expenditures to be associated with less
rather than more crime, specifically homicide, rape and burglary (DeFronzo,
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1983, 1996, 1997). Other researchers have reached similar conclusions. Cao, Cao
and Zhao (2004) examined the effect of welfare on family structure and delin-
quency to test the welfare dependency argument that households headed by
women led to greater delinquency. The female-headed households they stud-
ied in the State of Washington experienced neither greater prevalence nor
frequency of delinquency.

The idea of a causal link between welfare dependency and crime is also
inconsistent with what welfare recipients say about themselves. Luck, Elifson
and Sterk (2004) interviewed 61 welfare recipients in Atlanta, Georgia, to
learn about the lives of women drug-users within the welfare system. They
report that the women saw no correlation between their status as welfare
recipients and drug use. The researchers conclude that welfare dependency
and drug use are both symptoms of the women’s position in society. The
women wound up using drugs and receiving government assistance as a result
of lack of education, few job skills, the absence of employment and affordable
childcare, and restricted geographic mobility. But the argument about welfare
dependency has never really represented an empirical claim so much as a
polemic related to welfare reform.

The Politics of Benefits Fraud

The debate about welfare dependency and crime took place within a larger
discussion about replacing welfare with workfare. In this larger discussion,
the issue of benefits fraud acquired significance beyond its economic impact.

In Britain during the 1980s, benefits fraud served as one of the key ratio-
nales supporting the Conservatives’ effort to reform the welfare state.
Loveland (1989) points to wider cultural forces in shaping attitudes toward
fraud in the housing benefit scheme. Drawing on his analysis of enforcement
in three authorities during the 1980s, he showed how fraud policy is to a large
extent dictated by what is perceived as the need to respond to public feeling
against ‘scroungers’. The Thatcherite ethos demanded able-bodied citizens to
be self-sufficient in the labour and housing markets. Not to be so expressed a
form of deviance. Benefits are not seen as rights of eligible claimants, but of
the beneficence of taxpayers who make them available to those who deserve
them. Preventing abuse became a major concern among welfare administra-
tors consistent with public anxieties about ‘loony left’ councils unable or
unwilling to administer the housing benefit properly. Mass media presentation
of benefit abuse imposed dividing lines between the immorality of the
‘scrounger’ and the criminality of the fraudster.

Cook’s research (1987, 1989) shows how the attention to benefits fraud is
principally (and ideologically) concerned with issues of poor women, espe-
cially single mothers. The welfare scheme, as envisioned by Beveridge,
assumed the normality of the traditional family: husband at work, wife at
home. It did not contain provision for lifestyle changes at the end of the
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century in which a large portion of women claiming supplementary benefit
are single mothers. Cook argues that the Conservatives’ attention to welfare
fraud reflected deep suspicions about single mothers as deviants from the
family ideal. They targeted single mothers as bad household managers and
breeders of bad children, and in this way diverted responsibility of the State
for social problems. Cook tells how the media coverage of supplementary ben-
efit fraud assisted in promotion of this ideology through denunciations of
‘scroungers’. The scrounger story involved essential aspects of the stereotype
of women’s deviance: unjust enrichment, excessive drinking, and sloppy sex-
uality. In newspaper accounts from the 1980s, scroungers appeared as ‘Black’
and ‘Irish’. The accounts portray fraud in a way that makes women’s crime not
so much defrauding the government, but violating gender expectations con-
cerning proper self-presentation, family propriety and femininity.

Benefits fraud re-emerged as a public issue in the 1990s, when governments
in the UK, as well as the USA and former Commonwealth nations, announced
their intention to move persons in receipt of government assistance into the
labour market. Chunn and Gavigan (2004) describe how in Ontario, Canada,
the commitment to crack down on ‘welfare cheats’ became the centrepiece of
the government’s welfare policy, a systematic linking of poverty, welfare and
crime. In this public discussion, welfare fraud came to include all forms of
overpayment, whether administrative errors or formal fraud convictions.
Although there was no evidence that fraud in the social assistance system was
greater than in the tax system or unemployment assistance system, welfare
fraud became emblematic of problems within the welfare system as a whole.
Discussions of ‘zero tolerance’, ‘snitch lines’, and ‘permanent ineligibility’
reinforced the determination to deny assistance to the ‘never deserving’ poor.
Public discourse became restructured in such a way that ‘welfare fraud
became welfare as fraud’ (Chunn and Gavigan, 2004: 220).

The greatest change in this direction was brought about by President Bill
Clinton who pledged to ‘end welfare as we know it’. The legislation he signed
in 1996 ended Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), an entitle-
ment programme that had been in place since the 1930s. In place of AFDC, the
legislation established Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), which
established time limits on receipt of aid and put in place welfare-to-work pro-
visions. Several observers have pointed out how ‘welfare reform’ was caught
up in racialised images of welfare recipients, particularly African American
women. The Civil Rights movement of the 1960s opened up the welfare rolls
to African Americans, and as AFDC became associated with Black people,
Americans (in general) became increasingly indifferent and (some) hostile.
Political discussions became increasingly fused with degrading images of Black
womanhood, the characterisation of the typical welfare recipient as an irre-
sponsible, lazy, lone mother (Jordan-Zachery, 2001). Peffley, Hurwitz and
Sniderman (1997) attempted to sort out the racial stereotypes in White
Americans’ views of Black Americans in the context of welfare and crime. They
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analysed the responses of 1841 White Americans to varying scenarios involving
welfare mothers, welfare recipients, and drug suspects. They affirmed the
importance of negative stereotypes in shaping political opinions, and deter-
mined that achieving meaningful welfare reform was difficult given a political
rhetoric that discussed welfare and crime in racially coded terms and media
coverage that depicted welfare recipients and criminal suspects as Black.

Women, Crime and Victimisation

There is a connection between the welfare state, crime and dependency, but
not the dependency Murray has in mind. Researchers have shown how the
restructuring of welfare provision in North America includes a particular risk
for women. Domestic violence is a common reason for the initiation of wel-
fare support, and rather than ending dependency on the State, the reforms
increase what Scott, London and Myers (2002) call ‘dangerous dependencies’.

Scott, London and Myers (2002) explain how an unintended outcome of
Clinton’s welfare reform initiative involved increased risk of battering and
domestic assault. In their study of women in Cleveland, Los Angeles, Miami and
Philadelphia between 1998 and 2001, they explain how the move to push women
into the labour market may drive them into relationships with men who have
been, or are currently, abusive to them. They interviewed women who had come
to rely on men for income because they believed they had few other options.
Further, the failure to find employment, combined with the loss of welfare
income, may lead women into the underground drug economy and the market
for prostitution. Postmus (2004) assessed the impact of the Family Violence
Option in New York. This measure gave states the option of implementing
exemptions in welfare regulations for battered women, including waiver of work
requirements and time limits on welfare receipt. She found that the provision did
not have the impact that was hoped for due to inconsistencies in implementation.
Several of the women she interviewed did not disclose their victimisation
because they worried that their children would be taken into state care by the
Department of Social Services. Some feared being judged or questioned by social
workers about the abuse; others doubted the ability of social workers to maintain
confidentiality, thus increasing the risk of further subsequent abuse.

A similar outcome has been described as occurring in Canada. The provinces
of Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia saw cutbacks in health and social ser-
vices during the 1990s, including services for victims of domestic violence such
as transition houses and community-based victim assistance programmes.
Morrow, Hankivsky and Varcoe (2004) argue that while the rationale was cost-
savings, the effect has been to create larger economic and social costs. Because
the new measures create barriers and obstacles for women who attempt to leave
violent situations, they increase economic costs to the State. When Alberta
trimmed social services by 19 per cent in the early 1990s, some 4000 women
were turned away from shelters (Morrow, Hankivsky and Varcoe, 2004: 367–8).
Shelter-workers reported women arriving at shelters with more severe injuries
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and of relinquishing children to partners because their partners had money for
food and clothing and they did not.

The withdrawal of welfare benefits can be seen alongside the ‘criminalisa-
tion of female poverty’ and the increasing willingness to see women as risky,
dangerous, and threatening. Hunter and Nixon (2001) describe a British pat-
tern related to gender in prosecutions of anti-social behaviour. Drawing on
their analysis of 67 nuisance cases, they determined that women-headed
households appear to be particularly vulnerable to losing their homes as a
result of anti-social behaviour. They found the perpetrators of serious or pro-
longed anti-social behaviour were more likely to have dependent children, and
women-headed households were disproportionately represented in the sam-
ple. In other words, the problem of anti-social behaviour has an unmistakable
gender dimension. While women are not necessarily engaged in the behav-
iour, they are held to account for it. Hunter and Nixon conclude, consistent
with Campbell (1993), that the punitive approach taken by social landlords
and the judiciary is directed at women who fail to control their boyfriends’
and teenage sons’ behaviour. As Campbell (1993: 303) explained, the policy
rhetoric about criminal behaviour within economically marginalised commu-
nities transformed the problem from ‘one of a masculine response to an eco-
nomic crisis, to the failure of mothers to manage the men’.

Pantazias and Gordon (1997) found a similar pattern in the prosecution of tele-
vision licence evasion. Beginning in the 1980s, a growing number of women
entered the criminal justice system for a relatively trivial offence – television
licence evasion. Pantazias and Gordon surmise that this has occurred because the
real level of the licence fee has risen above the ability to pay, given the growth in
poverty during the 1980s and 1990s. Women have been poorer than men. But
women are also more likely to be criminalised owing to the method of enforce-
ment. The vast majority of evaders are identified through computer database
searches that match postcode addresses with records of licences held. Because
poor women are more likely to be unemployed, or employed within their homes
in childcare, they have more of a chance of being interviewed by the television
licence enquiry officer as the ‘responsible householder’.

The ‘Thr eat’ of the Poor
The popular language of poverty and crime invokes the suspicion that poor
people are dangerous. The ‘threat’ of the poor can be seen in media under-
standings of urban violence and political responses to immigrants.

Racialisation of Crime

The riots that occurred in Britain during 1980–1 seemed to confirm, as far as
public dialogue was concerned, the link between extreme poverty and sponta-
neous violence. Violence erupted in several areas of London (Brixton, Southall)
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and in parts of Liverpool (Toxteth) and Manchester (Moss Side) as West Indian
and Asian youth clashed with White police authorities.3 Explanations of the vio-
lence also linked this danger to blackness, and specifically the inability of Blacks
to assimilate into British society. Neal (2003) shows how journalistic accounts of
Britain’s ‘race riots’ in the 1980s included the fear of collective violence rooted
in social exclusion and racial identity. The Mirror predicted that ‘Bloody race riots
threaten to destroy our society if Blacks are not given a chance’ and the Mail
asserted that ‘deprived Blacks must get a better deal than Whites over the next
few years if Britain is to avoid a racial holocaust’ (Neal, 2003: 63).

Some observers, such as Brake (1983), assert that the poor are potentially vio-
lent. Such violence does not result from their criminality, but occurs in response
to their isolation and marginalisation. Brake’s account highlights how commu-
nity leaders referred to the violent clashes of 1980–1 as ‘uprisings’ while the
media and police insisted on calling them ‘riots’. This represented a means of
criminalising the violence; converting revolutionary, or potentially revolutionary
activities into apolitical and de-racial, illegal acts committed by ungovernable
hooligans. Brake goes on to explain how these events originated in immigration
policy; discrimination in housing, education, and employment; poor police–
community relations; and development of a politically aware youth culture.

Brake’s analysis draws on the conceptual scheme of Frantz Fanon who saw
the poor as a source of revolution. The ‘pimps, the hooligans, the unemployed,
and the petty criminal’ represented a concentration of spontaneous violence.
For Fanon, this was a struggle against ‘racialisation’, a word he used to signify
the construction and re-construction of racial meanings during the historical
period of de-colonisation. The disenfranchised class of humanity had nothing
to lose and everything to gain by turning to collective violence; they could
redeem themselves through revolutionary struggle. Resistance to racialisation
necessarily means violence, because the colonised states had been created and
maintained by violence and the threat of violence. Negritude, or black power,
emerged as the antithesis of colonialism, an attempt to restore the psyche of
those throughout the African Diaspora (Fairchild, 1994).

Others have shown how the belief that poor people are prone to violence
contributes to the construction of racial identities. Solomos (1993) situates the
imagery of poverty and violence against the background of efforts to link crim-
inality with blackness. During the 1970s, police authorities and news journal-
ists had linked ‘the younger generation of West Indians’ to mugging. The
word, referring to robbery, had been imported from New York. It symbolised
the problems of life in ghetto areas, the drift of young Afro-Caribbeans into a
life of crime and poverty. By 1978 or so, ‘mugging’ and ‘black crime’ had
become synonymous, and Black youth in Britain had become a suspect com-
munity, not only because of perceptions about their involvement in crime, but
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because of their style of dress, social manner, and leisure pursuits. Solomos
(1993: 129) points out how political rhetoric in the aftermath of the 1980s riots
reinforced social constructions of ‘black criminality’. The Metropolitan Police
released figures, not previously published, showing ‘disproportionate involve-
ment’ of young Blacks in street crimes such as mugging, purse snatching, and
robbery from stores.

The process Solomos (1993) writes about has been described as the ‘racialisa-
tion of crime’. When understood as a socio-political process in which racial and
criminal identities become fused, racialisation of crime can be seen as a social
phenomenon occurring in the 1990s and 2000s as well as the 1980s. In research-
ing the question of ‘Asian crime’ in Yorkshire in the 1990s, Goodey (2001) came
to describe young British Pakistani men as the new urban ‘folk devils’. The rela-
tionship between Asian communities and crime was caught up in an ‘incident
of public disorder’ in Sheffield and a ‘riot’ in Bradford in which race-specific
explanations of crime evoked negative stereotypes. Alexander (2004) shows how
the vocabulary of ‘the riots’ of 2001 in Oldham reflected understandings of
racial identities. Newspaper stories compared the violence, in which Asian
youths confronted police and National Front demonstrators, to the riots of
1980–1. The Guardian described ‘the same combustible mix: race, poverty and
a distrusted local police force’ (Alexander, 2004: 528). She describes how this
discussion contributed to the ‘Asian gang’ as a symptom of a ‘Muslim under-
class’ that had chosen to isolate themselves. While Asian youth had been invis-
ible in racialised public speech, they became linked with images of
dangerousness and rebelliousness associated with Black youth cultures.

From a policy perspective, it is important to see how racialised images of
violence corrupt the rationale for intervention. It is one thing to frame the
need for intervention in poor areas with reference to social justice, and quite
another to argue for it as a means of pacifying a population seen as threaten-
ing. This sort of logic, of extending social benefits to groups of people out of
fear of what they might do otherwise, presents an inadequate and inappropri-
ate basis for social policy.

The New Immigration

Racialisation of crime has occurred in the context of immigration. In France,
the popular imagery of the banlieues, peripheral areas of large cities where
large numbers of immigrants live, portrays a permanent class of outsiders
engaged in continuous criminality and episodic collective violence. While this
characterisation has been challenged by the findings of social research, it
remains a fixture in national discussions of the issue, reinforced through nov-
els and films. The setting for La Haine, ‘The Hate’, a film released in 1995, is
a housing estate in the suburbs of Paris. A North African youth has been
beaten during police questioning, and as news of the youth’s critical condition
spreads, young people take to the streets. In the clash with police, the youth
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centre burns to the ground. The three central characters in the film, immigrants
of Jewish, Black, and Arab origins, are all unemployed. They survive by petty
crime and drug-dealing. In fact, the film opens with archive footage of an
actual riot in the estate, in the western suburbs of Paris at Chantelouples-Vignes
(White, 1997: 19).

Morris (1994) explains how the desire for entry by ‘outsiders’, by invitation
and by illegal migration, has come to be seen as the creation of an underclass.
Nation-states have sought to benefit from immigrant labour without diluting
their resources and culture in general and without commitment to full social
welfare benefit in specific. During the 1950s and 1960s, the industrialised
economies of Europe welcomed migrants to fill the demand for low-skilled
workers. Britain, France and the Netherlands drew on colonial and former colo-
nial populations; West Germany, Switzerland and Belgium relied on guest
worker schemes. The most recent wave of immigration, beginning in the 1980s,
has taken place against the background of EU policy. This immigration has
occurred as member states have transferred their sovereignty to the EU. It
reflects a new geography, different economic context, and migrants with vary-
ing legal statuses. This new migration includes asylum seekers, who, due to the
length of governmental procedures, are kept in suspension for some time while
the decision is made about whether to grant permanent residence status. It also
includes undocumented or illegal immigrants who entered on temporary visas
and stayed or who otherwise crossed the border illegally (Moore, 1994: 155).

The Netherlands provides a poignant example. The analysis Engbersen and
Van der Leun (2001) provide could be replicated in a number of countries in
Western Europe. During the decades after the Second World War, the
Netherlands welcomed migrants for the purpose of low-skilled work. This pol-
icy reached its peak in the 1980s with years of open borders when it remained
easy for migrants to find employment in at least some sectors of the Dutch
economy (agriculture). There began, however, debates about ‘the Netherlands
being “full”’, raising concern about illegal stay of temporary workers and asy-
lum seekers. By the 1990s, migrants came to be regarded with much less sym-
pathy, being increasingly associated with abuse of public provisions,
disruption of the labour market, and particularly with crime. Notwithstanding
issues of illegal entry and, quite possibly, organised migrant trafficking, there
has been little empirical evidence to document the equation of illegal immi-
grants with crime. Drawing on information they obtained about illegal
migrants in four Dutch cities, Engbersen and Van der Leun (2001: 55–6) con-
clude that the majority of illegal migrants are not criminally active.

In Italy, the popular vocabulary of job-stealing and immigrant crime has
contributed to an emerging debate about immigration policy. Angel-Ajani
(2001) shows how such concerns reflect the cultural politics of ‘race’. The
notion of ‘race’ links particular forms of criminality to gender and national
origin, as if the potential for criminality could be predicted by cultural back-
ground or nationality. Much of this is directed at immigrants of African origin;

48 CRIMINOLOGY AND SOCIAL POLICY

Knepper-3530-CH-03.qxd  2/23/2007  11:38 AM  Page 48



blackness becomes the marker of otherness. Italy’s other marked groups
include Jews and Nomadi, ‘gypsies’, along the lines of Nazi antisemitism.
Terms such as Marocchini, ‘Moroccans’, and, less crude, extra-comunitari,
meaning people from non-EU countries, are in frequent use. She explains that
Marocchini is a racial shorthand used by Italians to refer to all immigrants of
colour, regardless of their national background (Angel-Ajani, 2001: 339).

Thinking about the current situation in Europe, Melossi (2003) points to the
danger of a racially defined underclass forming along the American and French
varieties. He refers to migration as the ‘crime of modernity’ as immigrants in all
parts of Europe experience criminalisation and racialisation. There is, however,
an important difference between the experiences of migrants across parts of
Europe. In former colonial countries, such as the UK and France, immigrants
from non-White ethnic backgrounds have been legally incorporated but socially
excluded. In Southern European countries – Spain, Greece and Italy – there is a
high level of undocumented migration created by the impossible task of legal
immigration for purposes of work. In these countries, the criminal justice system
represents the only system of government ‘care’ available to ‘criminal’ migrants.
Melossi (2003: 378) writes that ‘Rather than substituting for welfare, the penal sys-
tem constitutes the only system of welfare available, lato sensu’.

While in Britain the focus in recent years has been on ‘Black criminality’ and
a ‘Muslim underclass’, this is in some sense a continuation of historic anxieties
about immigration. Swift has shown that the increase of Irish immigration to
England during the nineteenth century contributed to the imagery of ‘Irish crim-
inality’. He explains that the ‘widespread belief in the innate criminality of the
Irish – and, more particularly, of the Irish poor – formed an integral component
of the negative side of the Irish stereotype’ during the late Victorian Era (Swift,
1997: 399). ‘Irish criminality’ invoked interrelated categories of drunkenness, dis-
orderly behaviour, and assault, and to a lesser extent theft and vagrancy. In
British eyes, the terms ‘drink’ and ‘Irish’ were synonyms, reinforcing the belief
in ‘Irish criminality’. Drink was the Irishman’s weakness, and drunkenness was
the precursor of crime. Further, the image of ‘Irish criminality’ was established
in the public mind earlier in the nineteenth century, even before the influx of
Irish during the famine of the 1840s and 1850s (Swift, 1989: 167).

During the late Victorian and Edwardian eras, ‘Jewish criminality’ emerged
in popular discussion. Beginning in the 1880s, as thousands of Jews poured
into London, politicians, journalists and other antisemitic agitators aroused
fear and concern with portrayals of crime and vice. In the debate leading up
to the Aliens Act (1905), racialist MPs and journalists claimed that immigrant
Jews were perpetrating a crime wave and prominent British Jews in
Parliament were engaging in a conspiracy to cover it up. While the anti-social
behaviours of the English centred on excessive beer-drinking were under-
standable and controllable, the sexual and social conduct of immigrant Jews,
located around ‘disorderly houses’ and gambling, were said to conceal crimes,
the full extent of which would only become known in future (Knepper, 2007).
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Conclusion
Public discussions of the relationship between inequality and crime have been
hampered by the idea of the criminal poor, a distinct class of persons who
revel in their ability to survive outside conventional society. We have seen
how images of this population convey particular messages about ‘race’ and
gender. Discussions of the underclass and social exclusion, scrounging and
benefits fraud, riots and immigrants convey a racialised and gendered under-
standing of poverty and crime.

Questions for Discussion

1. Is there a British underclass? Is ‘social exclusion’ another way of saying
‘underclass’?

2. Is welfare dependency a real or imaginary problem? Are men engaged in
‘scrounging’?

3. There will be a recurrence of riots in British cities if immigrants continue to be
isolated. True or false? 
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SUMMARY

• The impact of housing policy on patter ns of crime can be understood along the
lines of housing class, r esidential community crime car eers, r esidualisation, and
spill-over

• Crime on the ‘pr oblem estate’ has been explained by ar chitectural design, spiral
of decline, estate cultur e, allocation hypothesis, demonisation

• The problem of crime in social housing ar eas has been addr essed thr ough polic-
ing, designing-out crime, anti-social behaviour or ders, and tenant associations

The issue of housing policy and crime deals not so much with how crime
relates to a social problem but how it relates to government efforts to solve a
social problem. In exploring patterns of crime in cities, criminologists have
emphasised the difference housing makes, and particularly the location and
characteristics of council estates. Crime and social housing represents, as
Robert Sampson (1990, 526) has noticed, an example of what might be called
‘crime effects of non-crime policies’.

This is a theme criminological theorising has yet to fully appreciate.
Understanding the crime that results from previous attempts to solve the crime
problem, or from government efforts to solve some other social problem, calls
attention to the sense in which criminologists are like archaeologists excavating
ancient ruins. In their effort to learn the secrets of the ancients, they must dis-
tinguish aspects of the site left by the ancients themselves from alterations to site
left by everyone else who wanted to learn the secrets – previous expeditions,
grave-robbers, efforts to shore up the site, and so on. Patterns of urban crime can-
not be fully mapped without taking into account the impact of housing policy.

This chapter explores criminological research dealing with the ‘housing
effect’ on crime. Part one addresses the significance of housing policy in
accounting for patterns of crime in cities. Part two reviews five explanations
of crime on the ‘problem estate’. Part three concerns four strategies for reduc-
ing the victimisation of council housing residents.
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Crime and the Housing System
Compared to the Chicago theory of social disorganisation, the urban landscape
in Britain is significantly different owing to more than a century of govern-
ment provision of housing. Attempts to take the impact of housing policy into
account have led to a re-thinking of the Chicago model and this effort has
introduced a number of concepts related to housing policy and crime.

Crime in the British City

The Chicago criminologists portrayed residential neighbourhoods characterised
by deteriorated, overcrowded housing as production centres for delinquency and
crime. Shaw and McKay did not claim that sub-standard housing led directly to
crime but that it served as a marker for social disorganisation. The residential
population of high-crime areas was constantly changing as a consequence of
larger sociological processes associated with urbanisation – an expanding indus-
trial economy, influx of immigrants, and upward class mobility – while the area
itself remained high-crime. They thought of residential neighbourhoods as ‘nat-
ural areas’ determined by the relationship between individual property-owners
and tenants within a virtually unregulated real estate market.

Any attempt to apply this analysis to a British city confronts the obvious fact
that social housing has been developed on a much wider scale in the UK than
in the USA. The first social housing, referred to as ‘council housing’ because
it was built by the local housing authority or council, appeared in the 1880s.
After the First World War, local housing authorities across the country began
construction of low-cost housing to meet the needs of a working-class popula-
tion. The trend accelerated after the Second World War, when massive hous-
ing estates went up as a means of replenishing housing stock destroyed by the
Luftwaffe and as part of slum-clearance initiatives. This larger role for gov-
ernment in the provision and control of housing means that the UK has some-
thing better described as a ‘housing system’ rather than a ‘housing market’
(Malpass and Murie, 1999: 6).

Morris’s (1958) study of Croydon, the first systematic effort to apply the
Chicago model in Britain, pointed to the location of council estates in account-
ing for the geographic distribution of crime. Using statistics for 1952, Morris
mapped delinquency areas along the lines of Shaw and McKay but found little
correlation between neighbourhood deterioration and high delinquency as
predicted by the concentric zone model. Delinquency tended to cluster around
housing estates rather than residential areas adjoining commerce and indus-
try. He learned that Croydon’s housing authority had followed a practice of
‘segregation’, of building residences for the poor within relatively small areas
rather than distributing them throughout the city. This tended to create
enclaves of ‘problem families’ with children prone to delinquency. While the
housing authority did not intend to create high-delinquency areas, the practice
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of segregation did allow for containment, allowing other neighbourhoods to
avoid the effects of these young people (Morris, 1958: 183–9).

In 1976, John Baldwin and Anthony Bottoms published their research of
crime in the city of Sheffield, very likely the most extensive study of urban
crime patterns since Shaw and McKay (Baldwin and Bottoms, 1976). Overall,
they demonstrated that the distribution of crime in the city followed patterns
of housing tenure. They mapped crime across three categories of British hous-
ing stock: (1) owner-occupied (including mortgaged properties), (2) privately
rented housing, and (3) housing rented from the local authority. They found
crime in owner-occupied areas to be much lower than areas of privately
rented and council housing. Baldwin and Bottoms also noted the importance
of distinguishing ‘criminal area’ from ‘crime area’, the difference between
where offenders live and where offenders carry out crimes. For some crimes,
such as auto-theft, offenders travel some distance from their homes, but much
crime, including violent crime, occurs within a short distance of the offender’s
residence. Offenders residing on council estates tend to prey on their neigh-
bours (Bottoms and Wiles, 1998: 4; Bottoms and Wiles, 1986: 158–60).

To explain their findings, Baldwin and Bottoms (1976) drew in part on Rex’s
(1968) critique of the Chicago model. Rex theorised that the basic process in
urban social interaction occurs as a result of competition over scarce and
desired housing (suburban housing). In this process, even people who share a
common relationship to the labour market are distinguished from one another
by their strength in the housing market, or within the system of housing allo-
cation. He distinguished seven ‘housing classes’ ranging from outright owner-
ship of large houses and mortgaged houses in desirable areas to tenants in
slum housing on the verge of being razed and lodgers in rooms. The difference
in housing class, he suggested, had implications for social behaviour generally.

Another strand of theorising about housing and crime begins with making
an effort to understand the extent and impact of ‘private crime and public
housing’, that is, the overlap of housing patterns and violence against women
(Renzetti, 2002). The familiar image of fatherless youth who become delinquent,
emanating in part from the Chicago tradition, is only partly true. The majority
of tenants in social housing are women and demographic, economic, and geo-
graphic factors combine to bring about a high incidence of violent victimisation
of women in these settings. When DeKeseredy et al. (2003a) surveyed public
housing residents on six estates in a Canadian city about criminal victimisa-
tion, alcohol consumption, and drug use, they turned up results consistent
with social disorganisation theory. The housing estates they studied in Eastern
Ontario did experience higher rates of these activities as well as predatory
crimes. But, they add that households in public housing settings are likely to
include ‘male guests’, whether short-term or long-term. And the factors that
lead to higher rates of crime generally – economic change, labour market
exclusion, social isolation, and stress – combine with larger forms of patri-
archy to make it more likely that women living in public housing will become
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victims of male violence. The feminisation of social housing is important for
understanding patterns of crime in the city (DeKeseredy and Schwartz, 2002).

Council Estates

During the past 30 years, the image of the high-crime, ‘no go’ area has centred
on large housing estates at the edge of the city. In a sense, the problem estate
has replaced that of the Victorian slum as the criminal area to be explained in
the urban environment.

Neild and Paylor (1996) examined crime in Colne, a small industrial town in
northeast Lancashire. Prior to 1978 or so, the Chicago model would have pro-
vided a plausible explanation for Colne’s crime problem, as the town’s crimi-
nal area was Exchange Street, an area of run-down terraced housing near the
town centre. But Colne’s criminal area shifted to Glenroy Avenue, an attrac-
tive residential neighbourhood on the other side of town. From a social disor-
ganisation standpoint, this should not have happened. But as Neild and Paylor
(1996) explain, this pattern emerged in the wake of a change in the housing
market. A redevelopment scheme introduced in the town centre led to re-
settlement of families from Exchange Street to the Glenroy Avenue site.
Borrowing a typology of working-class families proposed by Bottoms, Mawby
and Xanthos (1989), the Colne researchers argue that this resettlement
involved the introduction of a number of ‘rough’ and ‘problem’ families from
Exchange Street to Glenroy Avenue which had been inhabited for the most
part by ‘ordinary families’. Glenroy Avenue has remained a criminal area since
then as a result of the local housing authority’s unofficial allocation policy
(Neild and Paylor, 1996: 759).

It is important to keep in mind, however, that council estates are not cate-
gorically criminogenic. There are marked differences between estates in the
amount and type of criminal activity. Jones and Short (1993) compared five
areas of social housing in Dundee and found significant differences in
recorded statistics of, and residents’ concern about, housebreaking. Bottoms
and associates have looked at ‘pairs’ of council estates in Sheffield to figure out
why some estates become criminal areas while others do not. They have stud-
ied two similarly situated housing estates – both built in the 1920s, with com-
parable residential populations, and ‘crime-free’ in the early years – but with
very different crime rates in later decades. One estate, Stonewall, retained its
crime-free reputation, while the other, Gardenia, became a criminal area in
the 1940s. Neither estate bordered a mixed-use area and neither consisted of
a transient population as would be expected from the Chicago paradigm.
Bottoms and associates attribute the difference to direct and indirect conse-
quences of allocation. Once the two estates had diverged in terms of crime,
housing allocation practices tended to reinforce the difference by routing
residents to the estates with different propensities to engage in criminal
behaviour (Bottoms and Wiles, 2002: 635–7).
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Bottoms and Wiles (1986) have proposed ‘residential community crime
careers’ to explain how whole communities can over the course of time shift
from respectable to deviant, as well as the other way around. They have
insisted that two areas of similar social class composition can, as a function of
housing allocation practices, have different crime careers. Bottoms and Wiles
(1986: 123) also insist that community crime careers of council estates cannot
be understood apart from the context of housing allocation processes. If an
estate begins as respectable, remains sought after, and there is nothing to alter
this sought-after reputation, then it is likely to enjoy a safe reputation over an
extended period of time. Some estates, however, acquire a bad reputation early
on, sometimes as a result of the housing department’s ‘dumping’ of tenants
regarded as problematic. Others undergo a ‘tipping process’ when original ten-
ants transfer to more desirable estates elsewhere, leaving the estate to become
categorised as the place for ‘problem families’.

This process is not as straightforward as the idea of dumping by council
housing managers suggests. At the national level, the allocation process is
shaped by the process of ‘residualisation’, a term which refers to the histori-
cal trend for council housing to become less affluent, catering disproportion-
ately to lower-income groups, older persons, and those outside the labour
market. While these trends have been observed throughout the twentieth
century, they have accelerated in the 1980s and 1990s as a result of the
widening economic inequality and the frequency of active tenure transfers,
especially through the sale of council houses. Not all estates are changing at
the same rate, or along these lines, but as very little new council housing has
been built since the 1980s, the less-popular and least-attractive estates
become the primary domain of housing let by the local authority (Murie,
1997: 27–9).

The point of residualisation is significant in theoretical terms because one
of the theoretical difficulties with applying social disorganisation theory to an
understanding of the effect on housing policy on crime concerns the bound-
aries. It is too easy to conceptualise a council estate as a ‘community’ or
‘neighbourhood’ with the implications that the sociological processes respon-
sible for crime occur within its geographic boundaries. This conceptual image
reinforces the idea of council estates as construction sites for social problems,
the problematic aspects extending only as far as the residents themselves.

The Political Context

Thirty years ago, Baldwin and Bottoms (1976: 173) observed: ‘The political
control of the housing stock of the city may have important repercussions on
criminality for the areas concerned’. Subsequent research has confirmed the
importance of the political context of housing policy for distribution of crime
in British cities but also in American cities. The clustering of economic disad-
vantage and crime on social housing estates has been perceived as a ‘British
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problem’, but similar trends are visible in Northern Europe and North
America (Coles, England, and Rugg, 2000: 21; Sampson, 1990: 526).

The first public housing built in the USA went up during Roosevelt’s New
Deal. The primary purpose of this programme was not so much to provide
housing for the poor as to relieve unemployment and these early develop-
ments went up as symbols of jobs and hope. After the Second World War, fed-
eral policy shifted and public housing went up as part of slum clearance
programmes. Public opinion turned against public housing, and community
groups organised to pressurise housing officials to keep developments out of
their neighbourhoods. In Chicago and elsewhere, government practices
located projects among residents least able to resist them, in African-American
neighbourhoods (Hirsch, 1983). This resulted in ‘massive, segregated housing
projects that have become ghettos for minorities and the disadvantaged’
(Sampson, 1990: 528–9).

The political context of housing and crime can be seen in research con-
cerning ‘spill-over’, the spread of criminal activity from public housing pro-
jects to adjacent residential neighbourhoods. There is research to suggest that
spill-over effects are not nearly as pronounced as feared when the plans for
these public housing projects are announced. Research comparing crime
across city blocks adjacent to public housing in Cleveland, Ohio, found that
spill-over effects, where present, were rather small in magnitude. Such
effects appear to be related to the size of housing projects (Roncek, Bell and
Francik 1981).

At the same time, research in Atlanta, Georgia, demonstrated significant
overlap of public housing, ‘race’, and disadvantage. McNulty and Holloway
(2000) suggest that the ‘race’-crime relationship in criminology is geographi-
cally contingent: the higher crime rates reported for African-American com-
munities are a function of the political placement of public housing. Their
research in Atlanta supports the ‘distance-delay spread effect’, meaning that
Black neighbourhoods in close proximity to public housing developments
exhibited the highest crime rates while those farther away from public hous-
ing were no more likely to exhibit high crime rates that White neighbour-
hoods. They also examined the crime impact of Techwood Homes, the first
federally funded public housing project in the USA. This project was explic-
itly sited in a transitional area in order to create a buffer between Black and
White residential districts of the city. They found that crime associated with
residents of public housing does transcend the boundaries of housing projects,
but does not spread uniformly across urban spaces. Spill-over from public
housing inhabited by African Americans did not affect White neighbourhoods
but did affect Black neighbourhoods, a finding explained by the on-going real-
ity of racialised Atlanta: White Atlanta and Black Atlanta comprise discrete
urban spaces. Or, in other words, the distance-delay spread effect is mediated
by social factors characterising regions of cities, such as racial segregation
(Holloway and McNulty, 2003).
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The Criminology of the ‘Pr oblem Estate’
In the UK, the ‘problem estate’ became a national worry in the aftermath of
riots in several social housing areas during the 1980s and 1990s. Episodes of
wide-scale destruction and violence prompted a number of social investiga-
tions into the social milieu of council housing. The criminology of the prob-
lem estate in the British context also benefits from research on crime in public
housing conducted in other countries, including Australia, Canada, South
Africa and the USA.

Architectural Design

The idea that some architectural designs are more criminogenic than others
became prominent following publication of Alice Coleman’s study of design
and layout of council housing. Based on surveys of design aspects of council
housing in two areas of London (Tower Hamlets and Southwark) and in
Oxford (Blackbird Leys), she found poor design to be the most glaring feature
of modern problem estates. Bad design, or ‘design-disavantagement’, made it
a struggle for residents to achieve conventional standards of decency and civil-
ity; it encouraged litter, graffiti and vandalism, and contributed to higher levels
of stress, mental illness, and crime. She identified 15 aspects of council estates
to be particularly problematic, most of which had been combined in the ‘failed
utopia’ of massive high-rise complexes. Too many storeys, along with mis-
placement of overhead walkways, interconnecting exits, and entrances had
‘tipped the balance sufficiently to make criminals out of potentially law-abiding
citizens’ (Coleman, 1990: 22).

Coleman’s work built on principles of ‘defensible space’ outlined by Oscar
Newman in the 1970s (Newman, 1973). Newman offered a theory about the
role of the built environment in promoting, or in the case of high-rise public
housing, thwarting, the sense of community among residents. Community-
enhancing designs promoted ‘territoriality’ and ‘natural surveillance’, allow-
ing people to satisfy their urge to mark out and defend their space through
observing and monitoring of semi-private spaces and being aware of those
who do not belong. A good design made it clear which spaces belonged to
whom – some would be private, some shared with permission of the owner,
and some public. He established links between high-rise schemes and crime
rates: the high-rise buildings’ inner elements – lifts, fire escapes, roofs, and
corridors – led to elevated levels of crime because they were isolated from
public view and engendered anonymity. When Newman (1973: 47) compared
two public housing projects in New York City, he found the high-rise devel-
opment had recorded crime rates as much as 50 per cent higher than the low-
rise project. Newman’s ideas inspired a series of follow-up studies pointing to
the architecture of social housing projects as the chief source for criminal
activity within them (Holzman, 1996).
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The proposition that crime on problem estates can be explained primarily as a
feature of the built environment is reductionist. Crime-in-the-design thinking
neglects cultural, political, and economic aspects of the social milieu. The Jan
Hofmeyer council estate in Johannesburg, South Africa, is notorious for high inci-
dences of crime and suicide. Gruesome crimes and public violence occur more
often than such a small community ought to warrant. Unlike the designs Coleman
and Newman indicted, the Jan Hofmeyer scheme is quaint and suburban. Built
originally for ‘poor whites’ in the 1930s, it has become home to a significant por-
tion of ‘coloured’ residents in post-apartheid years. The units are free-standing,
built of red brick, with corrugated metal roofs. Each stands on its own plot, sepa-
rated from the next by a wire mesh fence. Streets are tree-lined and short, with
bends and curves, and most properties overlook grassy spaces; all streets are
tarred and kerbed. The estate even boasts a community hall. The designers did
everything right, it would seem, and yet there is crime (du Plessis, 2004).

The attention to architectural design does, however, incorporate a significant
social feature that has been under-appreciated by sceptics: perceptions of the
image and stigma of particular housing. Cozens, Hillier and Prescott (2002) car-
ried out an interesting study of the subliminal and symbolic messages embedded
within housing designs common to British cities. They presented two depictions
(well-maintained, poorly maintained) of five estate designs (high-rise flats,
low-rise/walk-up flats, terraced housing, semi-detached housing, and detached
housing) to three groups (convicted criminals, planning professionals, and police).
They found broad agreement among the groups concerning expectations of crime
and deviancy and how the level of maintenance contributed to these expecta-
tions. Uncollected rubbish, boarded-up windows, abandoned cars – the visible
signs of decay – are ‘undefendable’ regardless of design (Cozens, Hillier and
Prescott, 2002: 133). This research coincides with the notion of ‘signal disorders’.
Innes (2004: 341) theorises that the significance of unpleasant urban scenes, such
as vacant houses and unkept lots, ‘lies in how they encode messages about levels
of unwanted risk and social control in an area’.

Spiral of Decline

Crime is frequently understood as a result of structural deficiencies within
society at large, deficiencies that become more visible and acute in the context
of social housing. Dramatic shifts in the housing market and changes in social
housing have left council estates with ever poorer and problematic residents
who are in possession of ever fewer traditional means of controlling them.

Crime from the spiral-of-decline perspective is understood as a consequence of
multiple and overlapping social problems. Elisabeth Burney (1999) provides an
effective summary: children below poverty line; unemployed, and unemployable
young adults; single parent households; single adults, especially those formerly in
institutional care; ethnic minorities, including refugees. These areas become char-
acterised by instability and change: rapid turnover of households, decline of labour
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market, loss of services and transportation, and visible deterioration of buildings,
as well as radical physical alteration, such as demolition and construction of hous-
ing stock. The crime profile typically includes young men engaged in vandalism,
auto crime, burglary, drug-dealing and gang-related violence (Burney, 1999: 54–5).

The idea here is that informal ways of dealing with unpopular behaviour
within neighbourhoods are less frequently available now than in the past.
Structural deficiencies pressurise family life on estates, leading to tensions
between neighbours and high turnover, as residents are unable to cope with
their vulnerability to crime and overriding fear of crime. As Burney (1999)
explains, this fear of crime becomes even more significant as trust between
neighbours breaks down. Fear of crime involves fear of the ‘stranger’, the
unknown other, but in some neighbourhoods the ‘stranger’ lives within the
same housing block, next door and across the street. New systems of order-
maintenance seeking to assert formal control are the result of the perception
than informal controls have weakened. Foster and Hope (1993) discuss this
perspective in their assessment of the Priority Estates Project (PEP) in Hull, a
Home Office initiative to turn around problematic estates. ‘The reality of life
on high crime estates,’ they observe, ‘is that “community” is socially frag-
mented …’. They found that established families tended to keep themselves
apart from vulnerable residents, especially troublesome minorities. ‘In the
light of this study, it would seem unrealistic to expect many residents to be
able or willing to exert much direct influence over the behaviour of those
involved in crime and disorder on the estate’ (Foster and Hope, 1993: 85).

In their study of Meadowell, an archetypal ‘sink estate’ near Newcastle
upon Tyne, Barke and Turnbull (1992) outline the processes contributing to
crime. Economic deprivation is at root. Many large estates are located on the
economic fringe of cities, isolated from mainstream economic activity. Jobs are
hard to find and hard to get to; public services are strained because of high
levels of demand on limited budgets. Long-term unemployment leads to poor
health, declining schools, and low motivation and achievement. Concentrations
of low-income households amount to limited access to jobs and lack of choice
in the housing market; they contribute to a lack of political voice, over-
stretched public services, and stereotypes reinforcing isolation. Murie (1997:
30) agrees that ‘these [structural] pressures result in a spiral of decline and
despair’ but adds two important qualifications:

1. The spiral of decline represents only one side of the coin, applicable to some

council estates. The other side of the spiral of decline emphasises the remark-
able ability of council families to survive and bounce back; despite the pres-
sures of life on the problem estate, many do not become criminals.

2. Decline and despair do not operate exclusively in social housing. The
concentration of the poor in the private rental sector may be just as noticeable.
Overemphasis of the spiral of decline on council estates serves to reinforce
stereotypes in the public domain and contributes in itself to spiral processes.
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Estate Culture

By ‘estate culture’ is meant that problem estate does not describe a place of
economic deprivation but also a state of consciousness, the tendency of eco-
nomic irrelevance to become a source of identity. Beatrix Campbell (1993), in
her study of council estates that became the scenes of riots in 1991–2,
described neighbourhood hierarchies in which assertive groups of young men
had become the prevailing power, intimidating residents into ‘looking the
other way’. They had become Goliath, the boasting giant who had intimidated
the army of King Saul; they had replaced conventional authority in civic soci-
ety with their display of actual and symbolic power. Campbell suggested that
the problem with problem estates was not that they were disorganised, but
that in such areas residents were not able to organise themselves to confront
common problems. Instead, they hunkered down, concentrated on their own
individual survival, and turned to acquiescence as a defence against the vio-
lence around them. The main survival strategy is to ‘mind your own business’
and refuse to acknowledge or report the surrounding crime.

In a study for the Rowntree Foundation, Page (2000) carried out interviews
and focus groups with residents and public service workers in three large
council estates: one in a northern industrial area suffering from the loss of tra-
ditional industries, one in a medium-sized city enjoying its share of rising
national prosperity, and one in a London borough encompassing both rich and
poor. Residents did not perceive high rates of joblessness or disrepair on the
estate as significant problems, nor did they think of themselves as poor or
socially isolated. The biggest single issue identified was the anti-social behav-
iour of young people, including crime, vandalism, and drug use. They spoke
of an estate culture which tolerated crime, drugs and anti-social behaviour and
‘estate norms’ that differed from mainstream society in which residents
accepted low personal achievement and educational attainment.

Several reasons have been suggested for the formation of estate cultures con-
ducive to crime. Many large estates were sited on the fringes of cities or were
planned as enclosed, separate, and distinct areas. This tended to isolate residents
from mainstream population centres and reinforced an inward-looking mental-
ity (Power, 1989: 210). Under-enforcement of the law, whether based on police
reluctance to venture into these ‘semi-private’ spaces or resident mistrust of
police based on fear of racial harassment, allows the wrong role models to
emerge. With traditional brakes on their power absent, the claims of neigh-
bourhood toughs achieve an exaggerated importance (Burney, 1999: 63). Estate
cultures might also come about as an unintended consequence of the wider
struggle of poor people to make it in a success-oriented society, an instance of
classical anomie. Activities such as stealing money from the pre-payment box
linked to the electricity meter and purchasing stolen household furnishings
come to be seen as a plausible way of fulfilling needs and, therefore, not partic-
ularly wrong. In the same way, violence could be regarded as a method of deal-
ing with domestic problems (Bottoms and Xanthos, 1981: 213).
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The Allocation Hypothesis

It is possible that the housing aspect of problem estates is unimportant to the
explanation of crime in the sense that council estates occupy the receiving-end
of social problems produced elsewhere in society. It is not the estate itself that
affords or encourages criminal behaviour, but rather that the decision-making
process responsible for the letting of council housing concentrates crime-
prone individuals. This explanation for problem estates has been referred to
as the ‘allocation hypothesis’.

Don Weatherburn and his associates in Australia advance this explanation.
Their research in Sydney has led them to accept the ‘view that the public hous-
ing allocation process is largely, if not entirely, responsible for the association
between public housing and crime’ (Weatherburn, Lind, and Ku, 1999: 270).
When they looked at differences in youth crime within postcodes across Sydney,
they found the influence of public housing, as measured by regression analyses,
to be very small. Or, in other words, the crime attributed to public housing is an
artefact of the concentration of economically disadvantaged individuals, not a
consequence of design features of public housing. Their findings coincide with
earlier research in Sydney along the same lines. This research showed that people
in public housing were more likely to commit crime in the first instance due to
their lower socio-economic status. Once statistical controls were introduced for
factors as related to socio-economic status, the association between quantity of
public housing and crime decreased in magnitude (Matka, 1997).

The most intense and direct form of a problem-estate manufacture by this
method has been called ‘dumping’. This would refer to a situation in which
housing managers make a conscious effort to concentrate problem tenants
together in one place. Gill (1977) described the creation of a problem estate in
‘Luke Street’, Crossley, near Liverpool. This estate enjoyed a favourable reputa-
tion, at first. But as it contained large houses, it became the estate for large
families, families with multiple difficulties, and families known to police. These
characteristics spoilt the reputation, leading to a decision on the part of the
council to utilise parts of the estate to ‘re-house the town’s problem families’.
Families regarded as suitable for Luke Street by housing officials were those
they described as the ‘poor type family’, ‘rough type of family’ and families
judged ‘NSNP’, meaning ‘not suitable for new property’ (Gill, 1977: 25–6).

The allocation processes responsible for high-crime estates do not reflect the
biases or preferences of individual housing managers, but organisational and
bureaucratic procedures reflecting larger social and political pressures. High-
crime estates result from decision-making practices that separate the
respectable from the rough; respectable families are routed toward the staid,
stable estates so as not to put these estates at risk, while the rough and
non-respectable, including a disproportionate number of minorities, are chan-
nelled toward problem estates on the theory that they will not make them any
worse and because they are the least likely to refuse offers on such estates
(Murie, 1997).
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Demonisation

Council estates, like individuals and families, acquire reputations. Some
estates, even those comprised of well-built, pre-war houses with attractive gar-
dens and views of the countryside, fall into the ‘difficult to let’ category as a
result of stigma attached to them. Their unpopularity sometimes derives from
their association with slum-clearance; their original residents brought with
them associations of crime, poverty and disarray (Power, 1989: 210). In other
cases, the arrival of even one or two ‘problem families’ has been enough to
affect their desirability, as estates with perceived problems tend to become
estates with actual problems (Burney, 1999: 44). When this happens, the
process of demonisation has run its course.

The stigma attached to estates has an intensely local flavour. In their study
of four new housing association estates, Cole and colleagues (1996) found that
views of new estates were seen through a lens reflecting widely held beliefs
about social housing: residence of last resort, awkwardly designed, rife with
crime and vandalism. It is often contingent on the classification given it by
local journalists and rumours about the ‘type of people’ the council was mov-
ing in. Damer (1974) described this process some thirty years ago in his ‘soci-
ology of a dreadful enclosure,’ a small, slum-clearance estate in Glasgow
known as Wine Alley. He told about how a local newspaper contributed to
vilifying the tenants as part of a larger scapegoating campaign. A series of arti-
cles and editorials took the side of Glasgow residents who resented that
houses on the estate, which they had hoped to acquire, had been allocated to
‘outsiders’ from a distant slum. The families moving into this small estate in
the 1950s became stigmatised for hard-drinking (to the extent of distilling their
own liquor) and other anti-social behaviours. So intense and powerful was this
process that the dreadfulness of Wine Alley not only became common knowl-
edge across the city but permeated the estate itself, leading residents to regard
their neighbours with suspicion and hostility.

Jacobs, Kemeny and Manzi (2003) describe the demonisation of council
housing in the political rhetoric surrounding anti-social behaviour in Britain.
While crime is ubiquitous, anti-social behaviour is thought to occur exclu-
sively on council estates. The UK television progamme Neighbours from Hell
disparaged life on council estates with regular examples of boundary disputes,
dumping of rubbish, and noise disturbance. The underlying message was
clear: council estates represented an undesirable form of housing peopled by
dysfunctional families unable to form a community. The stigma attached to
council housing in recent years is a direct consequence of government policies
beginning in the 1980s; policymakers sought to portray council estates as
undesirable residences as a means of justifying privatisation strategies under
the Housing Act 1988 (Jacobs, Kemeny and Manzi, 2003: 441).

Johannesburg’s Jan Hofmeyer estate provides a telling example of the
impact of stigma. Current and former residents use the phrase ‘to grow up in
Jan Bom’, a term conveying affection despite the estate’s reputation for
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poverty and crime. It appears to have originated with the estate’s poor Whites
who had been settled there because their families could not afford to pay rent.
Saying that one has grown in up in Jan Bom refers to strength of character; it
is to say that one has made it against the odds (du Plessis, 2004: 895).

Crime-Reduction Strategies
One definition of problem estate, as Rock (1988b: 101) observes, is that it
‘causes problems for authorities’. Concerns about elevated levels of crime in
council housing areas have led to a number of proposals for reducing crime.

Policing

Until relatively recently, lack of policing was a regular feature of estates.
Policing occurred only in response to emergency calls and police authorities
ignored or delayed their response to residents who contacted them. Policing of
social housing residents became the subject of intense interest following riot-
ing in Brixton, Tottenham, and other cities during the 1980s, Ely, Meadowell
and Blackbird Leys estates in the 1990s, and Bradford and Oldham in this
decade. In the aftermath of these spectacular failures, more has been said
about what went wrong with policing rather than the way forward, which
might be said about policing problem estates generally.

Short-term, intensive law enforcement actions rarely succeed where police
have disengaged from ordinary policing. Aggressive, militaristic police inter-
ventions have been identified as the immediate source of riots. The riots on
the Meadowell estate were touched off by the death of a young resident who
died in a stolen car, being chased by police. Graef (2004), who filmed life on
the estate over the course of a year, reports that while police officials have
made extensive efforts in recent decades to develop ordinary and positive rela-
tions with residents of council estates, tensions remain high. Residents viewed
the death of this ‘joyrider’ as a police murder, not an accident provoked by the
young man himself, who challenged the police to chase after him. The father
of the boy complained that the police had targeted him unfairly; he was ‘a
good boy, just an ordinary honest burglar, who did nothing wrong’ (Graef,
2004: 27). Graffiti on walls around the estate socialised the youngest residents
into this interpretation of events long after the riots had ended.

For ‘community’ or ‘neighbourhood’ style policing to work, there must be a
community. Police interventions, such as dispersing youths from congregating
in common areas, may be described as undertaken on behalf of ‘the commu-
nity’, but to actually be a part of community life residents and police must
identify with a common purpose. Graef (2004) contends that in places such as
Meadowell, where loan-sharking, drug-dealing, and fencing stolen goods involve
a substantial number of residents, residents view property crime as youthful
time-wasting, survival strategies, and ‘shopping in other people’s houses’.
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Police are the enemy because of their hostility towards and suspicion of any
resident. Meadowell remains typical of estates where grassing is considered
worse than burglary, robbery, or violence (Graef, 2004). A ‘grass’ refers to
someone who provides information to police about ongoing criminal activi-
ties.1 This ethos comes about from residents’ belief in the potential for
reprisal, as well as entrusting personal safety to family and kinship networks
rather than police and council authorities. The ‘no grassing’ rule makes police
and crime prevention activities difficult. Even where police and community
work together to build trust, hostility toward the criminal justice system
remains, and residents are unlikely to assist in prosecution of local youth caus-
ing problems (burglary, car theft, vandalism) due to intimidation of witnesses
(Evans, Fraser, and Walklate, 1996).

Perhaps the greatest challenge is overcoming the sense that police are pow-
erless to have any real impact on the problems of the problem estate. Foster
(2000: 324) notes that the police she interviewed concerning a housing estate
in the North East of England had a ‘surprising degree’ of sympathy for the
residents; the sheer weight of problems related to social exclusion meant an
awareness of the inadequacy of a tactical response as a solution.

Designing-Out Crime

‘Secured by Design’ (SPD), a police initiative launched in the UK in 1993, cer-
tifies new housing developments with the SPD logo if they meet certain min-
imum security design criteria. This initiative is one aspect of the designing-out
crime movement pursued by police, surveyors, planners and policymakers in
Australia, Canada, Netherlands, USA as well as the UK.

Designing-out crime is based on the idea that certain design and manage-
ment interventions in the built environment can make a difference in terms of
crime prevention by reducing the opportunities for criminal activity and
improving policing. In the context of housing, designing-out strategies corre-
spond to the idea that the layout of estates can attract criminals by making it
easier for them to avoid detection and minimize risk of arrest. Safe-design
principles lead to evaluation of residential space in terms of its capacity to
create perceived zones of territorial influence; provide surveillance opportu-
nities for residents; project isolation and stigma; and contribute to ‘safe zones’
consistent with, or in juxtaposition to environmental and socio-economic char-
acteristics. Application of these principles to council estates has led to designs
aimed at reducing the size and height of blocks, reducing the number of
residences sharing a single entrance, arranging residences to encourage social
interaction among inhabitants, making public areas visible from dwellings,
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and ensuring that front windows face the street or shared access area
(Wilson, 1980).

Designing-out crime can be counter-productive if taken too far or in isola-
tion. When Green, Gilbertson and Grimsley (2002) explored the fear of crime
among 407 residents of 21 tower blocks in Liverpool, they found that improved
security measures as part of architectural design were associated with lower
levels of fear, but that feelings of safety within fortress-like spaces did not
extend to walking neighbourhood streets. Provocatively, they suggest that
security measures produce a feeling of safety while inside at the expense of
feeling unsafe while outside. Planners and designers need to resist, these
authors point out, the creation of a divided society wherein the better-off
exclude the less-privileged by privatising what were formally public spaces.
Apart from the moral question raised by this project, this polarization of space
can raise levels of fear and mutual suspicion.

One extension of designing-out crime principles points to the creation of
‘gated communities’: residential areas with a restricted access through some
barrier such as a fence, wall, security guardhouse, or electronic gate. Blandy
(2004–5: 30) reports that there are some 1000 gated communities in England,
mostly in London and the Southeast. Although the popularity of these com-
munities rests in part on their ability to enhance the safety of residents, this
has not been demonstrated as yet. There is little evidence that gated commu-
nities provide an adequate response either in terms of physical security or
collective efficacy.

Anti-Social Behaviour Orders

The anti-social behaviour order (ASBO) came about in response to troublesome
behaviour in social housing. It was meant to provide a legal means of dealing
with persistent behaviour considered too trivial to be dealt with by police but
serious from the standpoint of residents who live in fear and intimidation.

The Crime and Disorder Act of 1998 introduced the anti-social behaviour
disorder as a civil order backed up by criminal penalties for breach. An ASBO
can be obtained by a local authority or police against a person whose conduct
might cause ‘harassment, alarm or distress’ to persons not living in the same
household. The Anti-Social Behaviour Bill (2003) introduced measures, includ-
ing fixed penalties, to deal with noise, truancy, parental irresponsibility, and
graffiti. In the realm of social housing, it included measures to improve the
operation of injunctions and evictions, and removed the ‘right to buy’ for anti-
social tenants. In Scotland, the Anti-Social Behaviour Bill included similar pro-
visions to that of England, but also extended the functioning of ASBOs, such
as arrest without warrant for breach of order (Brown, 2004: 203–4).

Despite recent legislation, anti-social behaviour remains a vague, elastic term
that encompasses a range of behaviours from the traditionally or potentially
criminal to acts that do not offend the criminal law but do break social
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conventions. The Home Office day-count of anti-social behaviour in
September 2003 identified thirteen categories: litter/rubbish, criminal damage/
vandalism, vehicle-related nuisance, nuisance behaviour, intimidation/harass-
ment, noise, rowdy behaviour, abandoned vehicles, drinking in the street and
begging, drug abuse/misuse and dealing, animal-related problems, prostitution
and sexual acts, and hoax calls (Hough and Jacobson, 2004: 37). This ambigu-
ity raises questions about the ASBO as a solution to problem estates (Scott and
Parkey, 1998: 327). As it does not concern crime, there is no legal interest in
motivation or intention, which explains why control of anti-social behaviour
is unconcerned about mental health problems, addictions, social pressures and
other legal excuses (Brown, 2004: 206–7).

The government’s focus on anti-social behaviour may represent an instance
of greater social control over the poor. Squires (2006) argues the case against
ASBO enforcement. It represents the ‘blurring, widening and masking’ of con-
trol mechanisms; the dispersal and diffusion of disciplinary relationships
throughout policy arenas. He spotlights the fact that the ASBO is purely about
behaviour. Intention, the essential legal element of criminal activity, is irrele-
vant. In this way, the ASBO blurs the traditional distinction between civil and
criminal law, neutralising the conventional legal protections afforded to those
suspected of crimes. Anti-social behaviour does not become a category of
criminal behaviour, but of sub-criminal or nearly-criminal activity. Flint (2002)
argues that restricting housing benefits as a consequence for anti-social behav-
iour has led to creation of a new law enforcement profession. The ASBO has
made housing managers into a key element of government crime control policy,
civilian investigators who apply their own interpretation of social codes. This
development can be taken as an example of what Foucault called governmen-
tality, the ‘deliberations, strategies, tactics and devices employed by authori-
ties for making up and acting upon a population’ (Flint, 2002: 620).

Others argue that it represents a means of empowering the poor. The case
for enforcement of ASBOs in the social housing context rests on the argument
that someone’s right to housing is balanced by an obligation not to abuse that
housing. Social order practices not only reflect the needs or interests of
employers, elites and ruling classes, but also reflect the interests and actions
of other social divisions who feel the need to seek or defend a quality of life.
From this standpoint, critics of ‘authoritarian landlordism’ fail to acknowledge
that ‘tenants themselves are disempowered by violent, racist or criminal
neighbours’ (Harrison, 2001: 103).

Tenant Associations

The significance of tenant associations follows from the importance of voluntary
associations generally in sustaining social cohesion within neighbourhoods.
Saergert, Winkel and Swartz (2002), who surveyed residents of 487 buildings
providing low-income housing in New York City, emphasise the role of tenant
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associations in preventing crime in low-income housing. Basic participation in
tenant associations proved highly effective in reducing in-building crime across
both high-crime and low-crime neighbourhoods. The presence of tenant pro-
social norms and formal leadership activities also proved to be important,
depending on neighbourhood context; pro-social norms reduced in-building
crime in high-crime neighbourhoods and formal leadership led to lower levels of
building crime in low-crime neighbourhoods. Their research suggests the need
for housing policies that provide funds and training for tenant organisers in low-
income housing; ownership and transfer of buildings to limited-equity coopera-
tives; and recognition by police agencies of the resources that tenant associations
can provide (Saergert, Winkel and Swartz, 2002: 222).

Based on their research of crime in Canadian public housing, DeKeseredy
et al. (2003b: 24) conclude that active tenant associations should be encour-
aged as a means of reducing social disorganisation in public housing areas. In
the six estates within Eastern Ontario they studied, residents rarely partici-
pated in activities with neighbours; the people resided in ‘severely distressed
households’, making social disorganisation more likely. They also note that
while local, community-based crime prevention schemes such as tenant asso-
ciations are important, they should not be taken as substitutes for larger eco-
nomic strategies and public spending to reduce contributory factors such as
joblessness.

Conclusion
Political attention to the problem of crime and social housing can result in the
infusion of resources needed for reducing victimisation and improving the
well-being of residents generally, although the focus on a few notorious estates
threatens to exaggerate and distort the crime problem. From a criminological
perspective, the council estate represents a meaningful social space, to be
understood not only by looking at the attitudes and behaviours of residents
but the way in which the larger social context of housing impinges on their
lives.

Questions for Discussion

1. Does the Chicago model of social disorganisation explain patterns of crime in
British cities?

2. What is the best explanation for the problem of crime on the ‘problem estate’?

3. In what sense is crime on council estates an unintended effect of government
efforts to solve inequalities in housing?

4. Is the ASBO the best strategy for reducing crime in social housing areas?

CRIME AND HOUSING POLICY 69

Knepper-3530-CH-04.qxd  2/24/2007  11:52 AM  Page 69



Further Reading

Elisabeth Bur ney (1999) Crime and Banishment: Nuisance and Exclusion in Social
Housing. Winchester: W aterside Pr ess.

Criminology and Public Policy (2003) 3(1). Special section concer ning public housing and
violence.

John Flint (ed.) (2006) Housing, Urban Gover nance and Anti-Social Behaviour . Bristol:
Policy Pr ess.

Alan Murie (1997) ‘Linking Housing Changes to Crime’, Social Policy and Administration
31: 22–36.

Violence Against W omen (2001) 7(6). Special issue devoted to public housing and
violence against women.

70 CRIMINOLOGY AND SOCIAL POLICY

Knepper-3530-CH-04.qxd  2/24/2007  11:52 AM  Page 70



SUMMARY

• Biologistic criminology , self-contr ol theor y and social discipline theor y suggest a
link between health and crime

• Regarding crime as a health pr oblem raises questions about criminalisation of
unhealthy behaviours and placing medical doctors in the r ole of crime-fighters

• Theorised links between education and crime include educational disaf fection,
sociology of adolescence, and the cultural r eproduction of violence

• Much of the concer n with educational policy and crime focuses on the issue of
school exclusion

In recent decades, crime has become increasingly defined as a safety issue.
Boutellier (2001) describes the emergence of a ‘safety state’ in which new
forms of safety policy are developed whereby the line between social policy
and crime policy becomes blurred. Criminal victimisation is seen as a cate-
gory, or sub-category, of threat to healthy living alongside illness, accidents,
incivilities, addictions, and conflict.

The concern with safety, particularly the safety of children, has enlisted
new agencies in the suppression of crime. Health and education have come to
be seen as important sites for crime prevention; adopting the right policies in
areas of health and education would bring about crime reduction as well as
improve body fitness and enable a more rewarding lifestyle. One of the
primary premises of the public health approach to crime prevention and
school-based crime prevention programmes is that increased knowledge and
awareness of the dangers of particular activities provides for successful nego-
tiation of the harm involved.

This chapter explores health and education in relation to crime. We will look
at the various ways criminologists have perceived the relationship between
health and crime, and between education and crime, and the implications of
overlapping concerns in these areas for policy. The first half of the chapter looks
at three versions of the link between illness and criminality and critiques of the
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depiction of crime as a health issue. The second half reviews three ways of
thinking about the link between schools and crime, and discusses the dilemmas
involved in pursuing education policy for purposes of crime reduction.

Illness and Criminality
There is a relationship between illness and criminality according to several
strands of criminological enquiry. The way this relationship is understood
depends on the conceptual framework in which it appears.

Biologism

‘Biologism’ proposes a direct link between biology and behaviour. Essentially, the
proponents of biologism in criminology believe the source of criminal behaviour
to be located within the body itself. Arguments from this perspective include
claims about a genetic basis for alcoholism and neuro-chemical imbalances lead-
ing to hyperactivity in children (Rose, 2000). Securing reliable information in this
area is difficult owing to the relative scarcity of credible scholarly work and the
abundance of popular wisdom. Mistrust of artificial ingredients and anxieties
about secret additives in common foods provide a perennial source of urban leg-
ends and conspiracy theories. In Britain, ‘blue smarties’ have been rumoured to
trigger hyperactivity in children and in America ‘red M&Ms’ have been said to
have this effect.1 Nevertheless, there are some studies about how particular sub-
stances, or lack of them, lead to both illness and crime.

In the 1940s, maverick nutritionist Hugh Macdonald Sinclair suggested that
a poor diet precipitated anti-social behaviour in young people. He convinced
the wartime government to supplement the diet of children with cod-liver oil
and orange juice as a matter of delinquency prevention. Prior to the war, he
had written fifteen scientific papers advocating an integrated approach to
human physical and social well-being, and surmised that among other ills,
inadequate nutrition brought about aggressive and inappropriate behaviour.
But Sinclair received severe criticism, and eventually lost his post at Oxford,
for failing to adhere to accepted standards of scientific methodology in his
nutrition studies (Ewin, 2002).

Sinclair’s argument about links between poor nutrition and delinquency has
received some support. Neugebauer, Hoek, Wijbrand and Susser (1999) carried
out research, in a retrospective cohort study, to see whether severe nutritional
deficiency during pregnancy led to anti-social behaviour in children. During
1944–5, a period known to the Dutch as the Hongerwinter, ‘hunger winter’,
Hitler’s army blockaded food supplies. The people of Amsterdam, Haarlem,
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Leiden, Rotterdam, Utrecht and The Hague ate tulip bulbs and sugar beets to
survive. The researchers examined the impact of starvation on the children born
to women pregnant during this period using psychiatric examinations given (at
18 years of age) for military registration during the 1960s. They concluded that
‘severe nutritional deficiency in first or second trimester of intrauterine life is
associated with risk of development for ASPD [anti-social personality disorder]’
(Neugebauer, Hoek, Wijbrand and Susser, 1999: 461). Prenatal nutritional defi-
ciency could lead to anti-social behaviour through general nutritional deficiency
or through deficiency of a specific micronutrient.

Another study has explored this possibility, and specifically the idea that
if there is a causal relationship between micronutrient deficiencies and
anti-social behaviour, then supplementing the diet with vitamins to resolve
these deficiencies should lead to improved behaviour. Gesch and others (2002)
gave commercially available vitamin supplements to an experimental group of
231 men within a British prison. Compared to prisoners not receiving the sup-
plements, the experimental group committed significantly fewer disciplinary
incidents, with the greatest difference observed for violent incidents. This
research suggests that ‘supplementing prisoners’ diets with physiological
dosages of vitamins, minerals, and essential fatty acids caused a marked reduc-
tion in antisocial behaviour to a remarkable degree’ and with similar implica-
tions for those eating poor diets within the community (Gesch et al., 2002: 26).

Other researchers point to poisons in the environment, such as lead, as an
explanation for varying rates of crime across populations. Exposure to lead is
associated with brain dysfunction, an aspect of which may explain criminal
behaviour. According to the neurotoxicity hypothesis, exposure to lead alters
neurotransmitter and hormonal systems in ways that may induce aggressive
and violent behaviour. Needleman and associates (1996) investigated clinical
reports of aggressive behaviour in children recovering from lead-poisoning.
They found higher bone lead levels in a sample of 301 boys in primary schools
within Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, identified by parents, teachers, and the boys
themselves as more aggressive and prone to anti-social behaviour. The
researchers noted that lead levels are generally higher in disadvantaged and
low-income populations and that delinquency is associated with minority
status, poverty, and family dysfunction. Stretesky and Lynch (2004) explored
this connection in a national study. Their comparison of airborne lead levels
across 2772 counties in the USA suggests a direct connection between lead
levels and crime rates and the role of resource deprivation in this connection.
The populations most at risk of lead poisoning are the least likely to receive
resources required to prevent, screen, and treat the illness.

Self-Control

For Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), the connection between crime and health
is a feature of self-control. In popular imagination, crime is the work of
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exceptionally clever individuals or those who have perfected illicit skills. This
may be the case for some white-collar crooks, Hirschi and Gottfredson (2000)
insist, but not for the kinds of crime that bring most people to criminal courts.
Most crimes are trivial, mundane activities requiring little planning or skill.
Crime represents ‘acts of force or fraud taken in pursuit of self-interest’ by
those who never learned to restrain their impulses.

They contend that early childhood socialisation represents the single most
important explanation for subsequent criminal activity. Most people obey the
law, particularly with regard to serious offences, out of a habit learned early in
life. Most crimes, then, can be attributed to those persons who failed to learn
self-control (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 2000: 56). Low self-control explains both
criminal and ‘analogous acts’, such as dangerous driving, drinking to intoxica-
tion, irresponsible sex, and an unhealthy diet. People who tend to be impulsive,
insensitive, sensual, risk-taking, short-sighted and non-verbal are likely to find
themselves not only in trouble with the law, but also in poor health.

Research in this area has produced mixed results. Low self-regulation does
not lead to illness. In an analysis of information from their longitudinal survey
of 411 males in south London, Shepherd, Farrington and Potts (2002) found
those likely to have experienced an injury (industrial, sports, assault, motor-
bike, and home) were also those with anti-social personalities (characterised by
lawbreaking, drug use, heavy smoking, heavy drinking, unprotected sex and
unstable employment). Illness in general was not related to anti-social person-
ality, although those who had experienced a respiratory tract disease (colds, flu,
asthma, bronchitis) were less likely to be anti-social, or to put it the other way
around, those in poorer health tended to be less anti-social. They surmise that,
among other factors, respiratory tract illness may be a protective factor because
it limits outdoor activity and visits to pubs or because it undermines fitness
needed for more anti-social behaviour associated with adolescent daring and
masculine risk-taking (Shepherd, Farrington, and Potts, 2002: 543).

On the other hand, low self-regulation has been linked with greater likeli-
hood of injury due to accidents. Research conducted in the Netherlands ties
risky behaviour of drivers in traffic to criminal behaviour. The researchers
took a random sample of 1000 traffic accidents registered with police in The
Hague during 1994. They identified those accidents attributed by police to
risky driving behaviour and then determined the portion of risky drivers with
criminal records. Taking into account exposure to traffic situations and alco-
hol use, they found that risky traffic behaviour was related to criminal
involvement, particularly violent crime, vandalism, and property crime. The
results are consistent with the idea of a common factor underlying both risky
behaviour in traffic and criminal behaviour. This common factor may be defined
as a trait referred to as risk-taking, impulsiveness or lack of self-control (Junger,
West and Timman, 2001; see also Junger and Tremblay, 1999).

Thinking about a common origin for criminality and poor health in personal
dispositions tends to reify personality traits and has the potential for personalis-
ing social problems. That said, it also contains the basis for re-thinking public
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policy. If health risks attributed to personal cost–benefit calculation actually
result from a habit of conduct (more unconscious than rational), then deterrence-
based strategies and public awareness campaigns will have little impact.

Social Discipline

Foucault (1975) portrays medicine as a mechanism of social discipline. In a
series of books dealing with the asylum, the clinic, and the prison, he
describes the practices by which people become classified in modern bureau-
cratic society. Medicine no more reveals humanitarian impulses than penology
and psychiatry, but contributes new techniques for regulating, universalising,
and economising discipline. The observation that many people seek medical
attention is but an aspect of ‘subjectification’, the practice of tying individuals
to particular identities. Medical practitioners share with prison-managers in
the manufacture of power and knowledge; this knowledge divides people up
through continuous surveillance and discipline (Timmerman and Gabe, 2002).

Foucault’s analysis does not offer a critique of policy responses to crime and
illness. He does not see crime and illness as problems to be solved but oppor-
tunities for the concentration and exercise of power on the part of bureau-
cratic elements in society. His analysis spotlights how certain practices
become legitimated by suppression of others. Following Foucault, Timmerman
and Gabe (2002) conceptualise the relationship between criminality and ill-
ness as ‘the medico-legal borderland’ comprised of sites – clinics, prisons, pub-
lic health offices, crisis intervention centres, and police – that link medical
knowledge about criminality for social control purposes. They contend that:

The borderland between crime and health care is populated and guarded by a
number of professionals engaging in processes that contain both the crimi-
nalisation of contested medical interventions and the medicalisation of crimi-
nal danger. (Timmerman and Gabe, 2002: 507)

From this perspective, health policy and crime policy can be seen as two com-
peting cultures – medicine and law enforcement – and the relationship
between them, the scene of struggle in which a fight for supremacy occurs,
each attempting to redraw the borders to its advantage. Such a struggle might
lead to criminalisation of actions previously considered medical and the med-
icalisation of issues formerly under legal jurisdiction.

The case of ‘Typhoid Mary’ illustrates the relationship between illness,
crime, and power. In 1938, Mary Mallon died after spending nearly two
decades in confinement. Although she had never been convicted of any crime,
the New York City Department of Health had detained her on evidence that
in pursuing her employment as a cook, she had caused at least 53 cases of
typhoid fever. The creation of Typhoid Mary rested on the bacteriological the-
ory that healthy persons could become carriers of typhoid organisms, and at a
time when public health sought recognition, she became emblematic of the
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need to cede police power to health officials. While the state was satisfied with
occasional surveillance of other typhoid carriers known to them, they assisted
in the creation of the Typhoid Mary identity within the press. Mary Mallon
was likely singled-out for such treatment owing to her ‘Irishness’, and her
stubborn refusal to acknowledge the authority of medical and legal authori-
ties. In later years, she turned down the opportunity for release having recon-
ciled herself to a life of imprisonment required by the Typhoid Mary persona
(Hasian, 2000).

Public Health and Crime Pr evention
In recent decades, the public health and crime prevention establishments have
found one another. Those concerned with public health and those concerned
with crime prevention have decided that there is, or should be, substantial
overlap in their strategies.

Health Promotion and Crime

Public health, as traditionally practised, consists of a medical specialisation
focused on the health of populations rather than individuals. It originated with
the Victorian interest in good sewerage and clean water as a primary means
of disease prevention. At that time, public health practitioners sought govern-
ment intervention in housing conditions, food supply, sewage disposal, and
working conditions to improve the ‘sanitation’ of the physical environment.
Even before the First World War, public health authorities could point to sig-
nificant successes. They had reduced to insignificance the threat of some dis-
eases (Keithly and Robinson, 1999: 68).

Following the Second World War, a new public health model has emerged,
stressing health promotion rather than disease prevention. The post-war pub-
lic health lobby concerned itself with admonishing the government to carry
out its alleged responsibility for advising people on personal tastes and habits.
This more comprehensive approach considers ‘patterns and conditions of liv-
ing, eating, playing, working … most of which lie outside the realm of the
health sector and are not consciously health directed’ (Green and Kreuter,
1990: 319). During the 1950s and 1960s, public health authorities moved away
from the service-oriented public health ethos of the inter-war years toward a
new type of ‘healthism’ symbolised by concern about smoking. By the 1970s,
the anti-smoking campaign had moved from a matter of advising smokers
about health dangers to seeking prohibition as a means of eliminating the
threat of ‘passive smoking’ to ‘innocent victims’ (Berridge, 2003).

This new emphasis on conceptual and empirical links between health and
social behaviour includes a concern with crime. Crime affects health directly
and indirectly (Goodwin, 2004). ‘Direct effects’ include physical injury,
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disability and death resulting from violent assaults and abuse. Victims of
intimate partner violence, for instance, experience multiple physical and
mental health problems including chronic pain, sexually transmitted disease,
depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (Campbell, 2002). The less obvi-
ous, ‘indirect effects’ include the impact on victims’ health resulting in time off
work, financial losses, and changes in circumstances with families. Indirect
effects also include fear of crime; there is evidence to suggest that some people
change their behaviour as a result of being victimised (Goodwin, 2004: 27–8).
In London, as many as 100,000 women per year seek medical treatment for
injuries received from men living with them. Physical injuries include cuts,
bruises, burns, scalds, concussion, broken bones and puncture wounds (from
knives and other objects). Permanent injuries such as damage to joints, loss of
hearing, disfigurement also result. There are also long-term health problems,
especially arthritis, hypertension, and heart disease, as well as debilitating con-
ditions accruing from stress and depression (Abbott and Williamson, 1999: 85).

Health authorities have become increasingly aware of the impact of crime
on provision of health services (Robinson and Keithley, 2000). Dealing with
the direct and indirect effects of crime creates significant costs for the
National Health Service. One recent report estimated the total costs associated
with the annual number of bed days relating to crime and disorder at some-
where between £1.1 and £2.3 billion, comprising 3 to 6.5 per cent of the hos-
pital, community, and family health services allocation for England in 2002–3
(Goodwin, 2004: 31). Not only victims, but the perpetrators of crime, require
significant medical resources. Individuals with extensive criminal histories
experience more frequent health problems overall, and accordingly, greater
frequency of emergency room use and hospitalisations. This connection
between criminal involvement and elevated use of medical resources is attrib-
uted to that portion of lawbreakers engaged in extensive consumption of alco-
hol and illegal drugs (Mateyoke-Scrivner et al., 2003).

Health authorities have also become aware of crime as a result of violence
directed at NHS staff (O’Beirne and Gabe, 2005). Some 116,000 NHS staff were
reported as being victims of violence and aggression in 2002/03 (Goodwin, 2004:
30). A 2002 survey of 697 general practitioners in south-east England (including
south London and the south-east coast) found that nearly four-fifths had been
victims of violence during the previous two years (Elston et al., 2002). Nurses
working in general hospitals throughout the UK do appear to be at higher risk
of assault – more than four times – than workers generally. But it is difficult to
know whether violence directed at nurses (and other health professionals) has
increased in recent years or whether the ‘increase’ reflects greater attention to
a problem that has always been there. Public health rhetoric about an ‘epidemic’
of violence suggests greater vulnerability of those in ‘front line’ occupations and
there has been an alarmist quality to some writing in this area. The risk to
nurses, according to an article in Nursing Times, can be compared to that of
bouncers (cited in Wells and Bowers, 2002: 231).
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A significant question about the public health approach to crime has to do
with whether health policy should be regarded as an analogy or instrument.
It is one thing to say that crime is like a disease in its impact on society. This
way of thinking suggests that public health techniques can be adapted for use
in forestalling crime, such as planning crime prevention programmes along
primary, secondary and tertiary lines. (See Chapter 7). It is another thing to say
that crime is a disease in the sense that both originate in the same source, such
as the human body. This way of thinking has led to eugenics, the idea that
human beings can be managed to ‘breed out’ criminality, alcoholism, and
poverty. The British eugenics movement of the early twentieth century advo-
cated restrictive immigration laws, compulsory sterilisation laws, and imperi-
alist foreign policy to safeguard the British ‘race’ (Paul, 1984).

Crime as a Health Issue?

The public health perspective brings the language of medicine to crime policy.
It concerns ‘intentional injuries’, not ‘crimes’, reflecting values inherent in the
commitment to minimise disease and disability and extend health protection
to vulnerable populations. The public health view shifts policy away from
identifying ‘bad’ and ‘dangerous’ individuals who merit punishment to ‘at
risk’ populations in need of essential social benefits. It seeks to reorient the
response to crime away from retribution for crimes committed toward steps to
prevent them. Or, as Shepherd and Farrington (1993) put it: ‘it is surely better
to prevent violence through the positive aim of promoting health than through
the negative aims of conviction and punishment’.

Whether the public health establishment can repeat its success in prevent-
ing contagious diseases with non-traditional ‘diseases’ such as homicide and
domestic violence has been questioned. Ruttenberg (1994: 1903) argues that
recent successes the public health establishment has had in altering the behav-
iour of individuals in the contexts of driving with safety belts, drink driving
and cigarette smoking were accomplished by altering perceptions of the
cost–benefit analysis of the behaviour in question. Presumably, fewer people
smoke cigarettes because of greater awareness of the health consequences of
smoking which had not been understood before. Ruttenberg concludes that
public-health experts have failed, however, to convince working class and the
poor to quit smoking in the same numbers as the affluent. The public health
approach ‘works’ for the middle and affluent classes in the same way that the
criminal justice approach ‘works’ for them. Berridge (2003: 63) points out that
public health campaigners succeeded in altering the social profile of smoking,
that is, by making it a lower-class activity. The main cultural change in the UK
since the Second World War concerning smoking has been increased margin-
alisation of smoking and association with poorer groups in society.

One of the most contentious issues in this context concerns the criminalisa-
tion of health risks. An element of the public health sector, the Alcohol and
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Other Drugs or ‘AOD’ movement, seeks to convince legislators, the media, and
the public that alcohol should be considered a drug and not a beverage.
Leaders of this movement, which began in Canada and the USA in the 1960s
and 1970s, feared the issue of alcohol abuse had been ignored, and encouraged
health officials to see alcohol as a more serious threat to youth than illicit
drugs. By the 1980s, this approach had expanded to become ‘ATOD’ – Alcohol,
Tobacco and Other Drugs (Marquis, 2005). Recognizing the health conse-
quences of legal drugs was intended as a means of garnering more resources
for public health and the logic of seeing drug abuse as a health problem should
have meant diversion of resources from criminal justice to public health. What
actually happened is the reverse: alcohol became a criminal problem rather
than an under-appreciated health problem.

The American public health lobby pushed for and won something akin to
‘zero tolerance medicine’ in regard to alcohol consumption among young per-
sons. During the 1980s, campaigners succeeded in raising the minimum age
for alcohol consumption to 21 in all states; minimum age drinking laws,
depending on the state, had specified 18, 19 or 20 years of age. The rationale
for raising the age had to do with the aim of reducing traffic crashes among
young drivers, and research carried out by the National Highway and Traffic
Safety Administration did find that increased minimum age drinking laws
resulted in a 13 per cent decline in youth motor-vehicle deaths (Mosher and
Jernigan, 2001: 278). But rather than seek one or other means of minimising
driving under the influence of alcohol, a crime for licensed drivers of any age,
this public health campaign had the effect of criminalising alcohol consump-
tion altogether for young adults. It shifted law enforcement resources away
from catching heavily intoxicated drivers to criminalising the behaviour of
young drinkers (Wolfson and Hourigan, 1997).

Another contentious issue has to do with diverting medical resources from
health to crime-fighting. The public health approach offers a ‘new platform’ for
use in inquiry into crime from which to launch interventions. This new platform
includes ‘the engagement of physicians and health practitioners lodged in emer-
gency rooms, private offices and schools’ (Moore, 1995: 257). From this vantage
point, medical practitioners are positioned to see aspects of crime, such as
family violence, that may never come to the attention of police. They are avail-
able to intervene in less-formal and potentially supportive ways. But it is worth
considering what health resources are worth diverting to crime control; physi-
cians already have a long list of social problems on their remit. The addition of
smoking and alcohol and drug abuse to the public health agenda already con-
sumes a significant portion of budgets. This takes public health funds away from
the traditional focus, such as ensuring safe water and preventing spread of com-
municable diseases. ‘Medicalisation’ of crime relieves some of the responsibility
for crime reduction on the part of police, and perhaps more importantly, politi-
cians and other government officials, who receive public resources precisely
for this purpose (Sidel and Wesley, 1995: 155). Fitzpatrick (2001) argues for
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establishment of a clear boundary between politics and medicine so that doctors
can leave the well alone and concentrate on the sick.

Using the clinical setting to achieve political or policy goals raises a contro-
versial point. In addition to treating wounds, doctors can alleviate the suffer-
ing of crime victims. By acknowledging to women who are victims of violent
men in domestic settings ‘that it is not their own fault but a social and politi-
cal issue in a patriarchal society, doctors would play a powerful role in
empowering women’ (Abbott and Williamson, 1999: 84). At the same time, a
clinical effort to regulate behaviour rather than treat injury and illness can
lead to a politicisation of the doctor–patient relationship and prohibition of
‘unhealthy’ lifestyles. The relationship between a doctor and a patient is
unequal; patients are arguably more inclined to follow a doctor’s advice than
a politician’s advice about making behavioural changes (Sidel and Wesley,
1995). Also, there is a distinction between practising medicine and engaging
in crime-fighting. The doctor–patient relationship has been historically guided
by medical ethics requiring respect for the privacy and integrity of patients.
Physicians have been reluctant to become agents of the State in the investiga-
tion and apprehension of criminal suspects, but making the reduction of crim-
inal victimisation a medical issue would appear to change this.

Education and Crime
Criminologists have long suspected that solving problems related to education
is key to solving the problem of crime. There are, it might be said, three ways
of thinking about the connection between education and crime: problems at
school, problems around schools, and problems with schools.

Educational Disaffection

One of the longstanding theories of delinquency proposes that children who
have problems at school are more likely to engage in delinquency. Educational
disaffection or ‘educational deficiencies’ include academic underachievement,
truancy, and disciplinary problems while at school. Ball and Conolly (2000), in
their study of school-based information used by the youth court, affirm the
‘well established’ links between educational disaffection and delinquency.
They collected information for a sample of 522 school-age defendants in four
cities across England (London, the Midlands, Yorkshire, and the North East)
who had been sentenced in 1995. According to information in pre-sentence
reports, some 85 per cent were perceived to have problems at school and 25
per cent had chronic multiple difficulties. At the time the report had been
written, only a minority of defendants were currently attending school; 25 per
cent of these were truanting and 22 per cent of these had been excluded (Ball
and Conolly, 2000: 603).
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A similar picture emerges from the USA. A study comparing 5000
delinquents with the same number of non-delinquents in Florida found that
delinquents experience a combination of educational deficiencies as compared
to their non-delinquent counterparts. Delinquent students were more likely to
have lower grade point averages, have poorer attendance records, be retained
more often in the same grade, and receive more disciplinary actions (Wang,
Blomberg and Li, 2005).

Perennial explanations for the link between educational disaffection and delin-
quency have involved references to individual factors such as low intelligence
(Crocker and Hodgins, 1997) and low self-esteem (Donnellan et al., 2005). While
these explanations retain currency in educational settings, they have been, and
continue to be, criticised by criminologists and others. Simpson and Hogg (2001)
argue that statements such as ‘children with lower IQs are at higher risk of delin-
quent behaviour’ are misleading and unhelpful because they fail to convey the
complexity of the relationship. ‘There is a level of intellectual functioning below
which the prevalence of delinquent and criminal behaviour declines’ (Simpson
and Hogg, 2001: 403). There is an emerging area of research insisting that high
levels of self-esteem are conducive to crime. Baumeister, Smart and Boden (1996)
argue that when individuals with inflated self-esteem face negative external eval-
uations, they may react violently. As these researchers put it, ‘threatened egoism’
is a major source of violent behaviour. It helps explain gender differences in
school discipline problems and youth crime generally.

The Invention of Adolescence

The idea of adolescence, of a period in life between childhood and adulthood,
is a recent invention. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century,
academics and social reformers reconstructed the image of childhood. They
portrayed adolescence as a developmental stage with distinct needs and inter-
ests, no longer children but not quite yet adults. Throughout the twentieth
century, economic, cultural, and technological changes extended the period of
adolescence to include more persons, which led to the proliferation of spe-
cialised social institutions meant to respond to the predicament of those in
their ‘teenage’ or ‘in-between’ years (Ainsworth, 1991).

Felson (2002) discusses the consequences of this process for crime.
Essentially, late modern society must structure its social institutions to stave
off adult interests of persons considered to be in children’s bodies. Whereas
in the early nineteenth century, the daily activities of 16-year-olds would have
been taken up by farming, marriage, homemaking, factory work and other
adult responsibilities, the situation now is how to address the increasing
expansion of leisure (playtime). In other words, teenagers have more occasions
for drug-taking, drinking, standing around, sex, shopping, lounging about, and
vandalism. This is why, Felson argues, the greatest number of juvenile crimes
occurs during the after-school hours in areas around schools, not within them.
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Terrible incidents of violence at schools, such as shootings, have made school
violence a political issue. But the majority of school incidents, Felson insists,
are small thefts and truancy. The greatest risk of young people engaging in
crime occurs when school lets out, when young people are on the way home
and no longer in supervised and organised activities. One study in South
Carolina showed that as much as five times more violent delinquency
occurred during the hour immediately after the school day than a hour in the
middle of the school day. ‘This evidence flies in the face of most of the pub-
licity about violence inside the school during school hours’ (Felson, 2000: 86).

This way of thinking suggests the importance of after-school programmes.
Aside from their child-care and supervision benefits, such programmes are
intended to assist in building skills in youth, making them more resilient and
resistant to criminal behaviour. Gottfredson et al. (2004), who evaluated 14
such programmes in Maryland, concluded that they do have potential as delin-
quency prevention tools. Specifically, they found that participation in after-
school programmes reduced delinquency for middle-school but not for
elementary-school youths. For older children, programme participation led to
a reduction in delinquency due to increased resolve on the part of individuals
not to use drugs and through positive peer relationships rather than by pro-
viding constructive alternative activities per se.

Cultural Reproduction of Violence

There is an unspoken sense in much analysis of school violence that it is an alien
and foreign element in schools. Larger troubles in society, embodied in students,
walk through school doors and create assorted crime problems in classrooms
and corridors. But there is a strand of theorising, drawing on the ideas of Pierre
Bourdieu, that emphasises the ways in which schools generate violence.

Herr and Anderson (2003) point to school violence as a consequence of the
cultural reproduction of social inequality within the educational milieu.
Bourdieu described subtle and unconscious mechanisms through which domi-
nant groups exercise their hegemony through ‘pedagogical work’. The primary
means of pedagogical work is accomplished through child-rearing and social
institutions outside the family, such as formal schooling. In this process, the
students become the victims of ‘symbolic violence’ directed towards them in the
form of denial of the cultural capital they bring with them. Educators inculcate
students with a ‘cultural arbitrary’ which advances the institutionalisation and
legitimation of the majority’s economic, political and social interests. In an
empirical analysis of ‘critical incidents’ at one school, Herr and Anderson (2003)
show how unequal social relations are reproduced through social institutions.

Osler and Starkey (2005) offer examples of the cultural reproduction of vio-
lence from media portrayals in Britain and France of school crime. In France,
the government refers to the problem of la violence à l’école, ‘violence at school’;
discourse tends to be about incivility, making a moral judgement implying
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anti-social behaviour. In the UK, the term is ‘disaffection,’ which is used for a
variety of behaviours, including low attainment, persistent disruption, truancy
and self-exclusion. Although this term implies a reaction to the school as an
environment, it tends to be problematised as occurring within individuals rather
than populations. Osler and Starkey (2005) argue that policymakers have been
reluctant to acknowledge the presence of institutional barriers, in the form of
structural racial discrimination. In Britain, as well as France, young people from
minority ethnic groups are over-represented in disadvantaged schools, but
rather than taking steps to correct this, educational authorities pursue policies
to address the symptoms of the inequalities, that is, violence and disaffection.

The cultural reproduction of fear has been theorised to occur not only along
ethnic/racial lines, but gender as well. Goodey (1995) discusses the gender
basis of fear within a comprehensive school on a council estate outside a
northern British city. She examined the differences in fear of being victimised
in a public place expressed by 663 boys and girls who completed the survey.
She found that amongst young persons between the ages of 11 and 16 years of
age, fear is gendered; girls expressed greater fear of ‘people’ when outside and
of men in particular. One implication of this finding is to understand the role
of the school environment in reproducing gendered fear in girls which may
become normalised in women. Stanko (1990) has described ‘climates of un-
safety’, the ways in which women negotiate their lives in circumstances to
manage vulnerability. Women negotiate work, home, and public places to
maintain a sense of personal well-being. These climates of un-safety can be
thought of as a form of gender control, leading women to curtail some activi-
ties and pursue various strategies to minimise danger.

Education Policy and Crime Pr evention
Education represents the single most important social policy investment in
overcoming social disadvantage. But making crime reduction a goal of educa-
tional policy necessarily raises a question of priorities.

The Education Effect

Education affords a bundle of social benefits, not least of which is discourag-
ing crime. Those persons who pursue an education are not only more likely to
succeed in various aspects of life but are also less likely to run into trouble
with the law. Hansen (2000) collected self-report information from young men
between 16 and 25 years of age in England and Wales, comparing those who
left school at 16 with those who stayed on past the school-leaving age. She
found clear differences between the groups in characteristics related to labour
market, family relationships, and neighbourhood situation that contribute to
an individual’s decision to stay on at school as well as get involved in crime.
The education–crime link is clear enough: for those who stay on at school,
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criminal activity is almost non-existent by the age of 25, but for those who left
school at 16, there is no decline in the crime rate from the age of 22 onwards
(Hansen, 2000: 9). The most straightforward policy implication of this finding,
Hansen concludes, is to encourage youths to stay on at school. The introduc-
tion of the educational maintenance allowance for those staying on at school
should encourage young persons, particularly those from low-income back-
grounds, to continue their education (Hansen, 2003: 156–7).

Feinstein and Sabates (2005) evaluated the impact of the educational main-
tenance allowance on crime. This Department for Education and Skills pro-
gramme, originally piloted in 15 local educational authority areas (LEAs) in
1999, became a national scheme in 2004. The scheme provides for payments
of up to £30 per week to young persons from families with low incomes (less
than £30,000). Feinstein and Sabates compared conviction rates of youth (16
to 18 years of age) for burglary, theft and violent crimes from 1996 to 2002.
They found that youth burglary and theft offences fell in the 15 LEAs that
piloted educational maintenance allowances compared to the rest of England,
although this did not occur for violent crime. They conclude that ‘educational
policies could have substantial external effects and could complement direct
interventions for crime prevention’ (Feinstein and Sabates, 2005: 25).

As clear as the link between educational success and crime reduction appears
to be, translating the anti-crime properties of the educational process into policy
has been problematic. The Labour government of Tony Blair expressed an
understanding of the importance of educational policy in an overall criminal
prevention strategy. Education Secretary David Blunkett explained in 1999 that
New Labour had taken on the challenge of educational disengagement:

[O]ne of our greatest challenges is to tackle disaffection and disengagement
by those in the 14–19 age group who are outside education and work, and so
often outside our society – forgotten until they become the concern of every
one of us, on our streets and in our prisons. (Quoted in Blythe, 2001: 569).

The government introduced target-setting for local educational authorities to
reduce unauthorised absence and exclusion, introduced new legal powers to
pressurise parents to enforce school attendance, and expanded funding for
programmes to improve behaviour and attendance. The Blair government also
kept in place initiatives introduced by the Conservatives such as policies to
encourage competition between schools (Blythe, 2001).

The Labour government also continued the Conservative initiative in the
area of school-based drug education. For two decades and longer, UK govern-
ments have seen schools as a medium for confronting increasing levels of drug
use among youth, and during the 1990s, drug education was deemed appropriate
for inclusion in the primary curriculum. The statutory order for national
curriculum science (in 1991) obliged schools to deliver elements of drug edu-
cation in key stages 1 through to 4. Consistent with New Labour’s interest in
‘joined-up’ responses, teachers have been encouraged to collaborate with
police officers and youth workers in delivering anti-drug curricula.
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Allot, Paxton and Leonard (1999) observe that drug education is based on
the assumption that providing students with knowledge about the conse-
quences of drug use will promote a negative attitude toward drugs and bring
about a reduction in consumption, but research findings from evaluations of
such programmes do not support this assumption. In fact, providing young
people with knowledge alone can increase drug use and promote a positive
attitude toward drug use (Allot, Paxton and Leonard, 1999: 494). Part of the
problem is that drug education, unlike traditional curricula, is more ambigu-
ous and open to interpretation. There is a danger of mixed or contradictory
messages evidenced by confusion in policy documents about whether the
meaning of ‘drugs’ includes alcohol and tobacco. Further, appropriate collab-
oration among teachers and police officers in delivering drug education is dif-
ficult to achieve. In her study of collaborative efforts in the north of England
during the late 1990s, Harris (2003) found teachers willing to rely on the police
to carry out instruction in this area. Whereas the national science curriculum
has to do with how drugs affect body organs, police-led instruction has cen-
tred on the appearance and harmful effects of illicit substances.

What priority should be assigned to crime reduction alongside the goals of
imparting knowledge of language, maths, history, science, etc. in education
policy? This is an important question particularly when crime prevention has
been proposed as a goal for education policy because the anti-crime effects of
education have more to do with the attainment of qualifications in language,
maths, history, science and so on than specifically anti-crime curricula such as
drug education. While drug education and other crime prevention curricula
are visible politically, such efforts are less effective as crime reduction mea-
sures than academic and vocational educational pathways enabling successful
transitions to adulthood.

School Exclusions

The goals of crime policy and education policy do not overlap precisely as can
be seen in government policy concerning school exclusions. Exclusion from
school on a temporary or permanent basis can have short-term and long-term
consequences for youth including the increased risk that the young person will
embark on a criminal path.

During the 1990s, the government sought to reduce the number of school
exclusions as a means of curtailing crime. A Home Office study Young People and
Crime (1995) identified school exclusion as the chief reason for an upsurge in
youth crime. The study explored self-reported delinquency among some 2500
young persons (between 14 and 25 years of age) across England and Wales. The
report declared that three-fourths of the male students and nearly half of the
female students who had been temporarily excluded (suspended), and all of
the males and over half of the females who had been permanently excluded
(expelled), were offenders (Graham and Bowling, 1995: 42). Following the 1997
general election, the Labour government issued its report Truancy and School
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Exclusion, which made an explicit link between school exclusion and criminal
behaviour. The report warned that young people excluded from school ‘are in
danger of becoming tomorrow’s criminals and unemployed’ (Social Exclusion
Unit, 1997: 1). The government sent a clear policy message that schools should
not use exclusion or condone extended absence as a routine means of dealing
with troublesome students.

The discouragement of exclusions is consistent with theorising that a strong
school bond constitutes a significant protective factor for children at risk of
engaging in delinquency. Children from troubled families may become bonded
to school because staff show an interest in them and because they experience a
sense of connectedness not experienced at home. The sense of connectedness
inhibits violence through concern about jeopardising relationships that are emo-
tionally and developmentally important. From this perspective, zero tolerance
policies that exclude problem children by means of suspension and expulsion
are counterproductive because they weaken school bonds and undercut school
as a protective factor (Sprott, Jenkins and Doob, 2005: 72). And, from a cost–
benefit perspective, school exclusion is a costly policy. Pritchard and Cox (1998)
calculated the financial costs of school exclusion as a means of dealing with indi-
viduals associated with educational and behavioural personality disorders. They
scanned police records for a cohort of 227 adolescents in one county in England
who had been in ‘special educational provision’ and ‘excluded from school’. The
subsequent criminality of this cohort was ‘far worse’ than expected of the gen-
eral population. Within this cohort, 143 had been convicted of a criminal
offence; this population had an average of 7.4 offences each, with about a third
having a conviction for a violent offence. Based on estimates obtained from the
Home Office, Audit Commission and Department of Health, Pritchard and Cox
(1998: 617) calculated this group of 143 adolescents cost the public purse
£4.16 million over a period of six years.

On the other hand, there is evidence to suggest that the relationship between
school exclusion and criminal careers is not as clear as the ‘minimise exclusions’
policy assumed. Hodgson and Webb (2005) note that statements in government
reports about school exclusions leading to crime have not received the scrutiny
with which government claims are ordinarily met with by criminologists. They
located 56 young people for interview who had been subject to a fixed-term or
permanent school exclusion. They heard some surprising things: the over-
whelming majority (90 per cent) said that their criminal behaviour commenced
prior to their first exclusion, and nearly the same portion (84 per cent) said that
being excluded from school did not have an impact on the likelihood of them
offending. More than half said that they were less likely to engage in crime
during the exclusion period, which is understandable, Hodgson and Webb (2005:
18) point out, because the majority experienced stricter parental control
(grounding during the evenings as well as school hours).

In practice, there has been a shift in the government’s policy after 2000. The
government made it easier to exclude young persons from school leading to
an increase in the number of exclusions. This change occurred in the wake of
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growing concern about the problem of indiscipline at schools, and particularly
reports from teachers that pupil behaviour had deteriorated. In 2000, 13 teach-
ers across England and Wales brought civil actions against the authorities for
violence and intimidation directed at them by students and the National
Union of Teachers threatened industrial action if headteachers did not exclude
students who needed to be physically restrained. Physical restraint, the union
argued, should not be seen as a normal or regular activity in schools (Harris,
2002: 71). The desire to minimise school exclusions in the interest of crime
prevention should be balanced against the need to provide a safe working
environment for teachers and a safe learning environment for students in the
interest of pursuing educational goals.

Fear at School

Fear of victimisation at school is a serious issue for a significant portion of
young people and their parents. The Department for Education and
Employment estimates that one-third of girls and a quarter of boys have at
some time feared attending school because of bullying (Furniss, 2000: 9).
Noakes and Noakes (2000), who surveyed year 9 students in a South Wales
valley community, found that about a third of boys and girls worried about
victimisation within the school setting. More than a quarter of boys and girls
reported having been bullied during their time at school; boys experienced
name-calling, threats, hitting and pushing and girls tended to be victimised by
gossip-spreading, name-calling and threats. The typical response, in the UK
and elsewhere, has been the setting up of anti-bullying legal guidelines that
schools must observe (Ananiadou and Smith, 2002).

Some have challenged this response: perceiving bullying as a school problem
fails to recognise the detrimental and serious impact it has on its victims. Furniss
(2000) argues for the criminalisation of bullying in situations where the school
disciplinary measures are unable to tackle the problem and in cases where the
bullying is too serious to be dealt with by school authorities alone. She argues for
a changing perception of bullying along the lines of domestic violence and child
abuse which have come to be regarded as problems requiring a criminal-justice
response. An effective anti-bullying response could be seen as a meaningful part
of an educational policy directed at crime reduction. Andershed, Kerr and Stattin
(2001) carried out research among 14-year-olds in Sweden showing that the same
people are involved in bullying in school and violence on the streets. In other
words, bullying is part of a larger pattern of aggressive and violent behaviour in
society and not the product of the school environment alone.

It is also possible that reducing bullying would contribute to a reduction in edu-
cational disengagement, truancy and early school-leaving and criminal careers
associated with this population. MacDonald and Marsh (2005: 52), who inter-
viewed ‘disconnected youth’ in Teesside in the northeast of England, found the
majority had been victims of bullying. For some, ‘getting tortured’ explained their
disengagement from education. This suggests that reducing the victimisation of
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students in schools not only improves the learning environment, but contributes
to the goal of crime reduction.

Conclusion
Health policy and education policy have emerged as opportunities for advanc-
ing the goal of crime reduction, particularly within the language of ensuring
‘safety’. But the overlap of these areas has been seen in different ways and
leads in a number of situations to undesirable outcomes. Directing health and
education resources to further goals of crime policy can lead to criminalisation
of unhealthy behaviours and diminished learning environments within
schools. Policymaking needs to be supported by clear thinking about the rela-
tive priority of crime reduction in social policy areas.

Questions for Discussion

1. Do impoverished living conditions corrupt moral character as well as physical
health?

2. Is criminal violence a health issue? Should doctors embrace the role of
crime-fighter?

3. Does ‘school crime’ occur at, around, or within schools?

4. Does exclusion assign school troublemakers to a life of crime or improve the
learning opportunities for students?

Further Reading

Leon Feinstein and Ricar do Sabates (2005) Education and Y outh Crime . Centr e for
Research on the Wider Benefits of Lear ning. London: Institute of Education. www .learn-
ingbenefits.net

Nicola Gray , Judith Laing and Lesley Noakes (2002) Criminal Justice, Mental Health and
the Politics of Risk . London: Cavendish.

Carol Hayden, Tom Williamson and Richar d Webber (2006) ‘Schools, Behaviour and Y oung
Offenders’ British Jour nal of Criminology . Advance access published 28 July 2006.
doi:10.1093/bjc/az1053

Gerry Johnstone (1996) Medical Concepts and Penal Policy . London: Cavendish.

88 CRIMINOLOGY AND SOCIAL POLICY

Knepper-3530-CH-05.qxd  2/23/2007  11:38 AM  Page 88



SUMMARY

• The relationship between unemployment and crime has been explained as a featur e
of shor t-term consumption cycles, potential victims, and pr ofound discouragement

• The r elationship between unemployment and crime may be explained by: sec-
ondary labour market par ticipation, ‘worklessness’ in communities, the social
‘embeddedness’ of work and crime

• The belief that unemployment leads to crime may lead to mor e unemployed
people in prison

• The crime wave that did not occur during the depr ession suggests that economic
policy r educes crime when it is not seen as crime r eduction strategy

The Italian film Ladri di Biciclette (1948), ‘Bicycle Thieves’, depicts the con-
nection between unemployment and crime common to mainstream criminol-
ogy and orthodox economic theory. Just when Antonio receives a job posting
bills that allows his family to avoid destitution, his bicycle, essential for the
new job, is stolen. He makes a desperate search through the streets of Rome,
but cannot recover his property. Demoralised and disillusioned, he resorts to
stealing someone else’s bicycle.

But as obvious as this connection would seem to be, it is surprisingly diffi-
cult to demonstrate statistically. Looking back at the twentieth century, crime
rates did not increase during the depression of the 1930s but did increase dur-
ing the decades of prosperity following the Second World War. The relation-
ship begins to emerge during the 1970s when crime rates and unemployment
rates both increase. While this statistical picture has led some to the conclu-
sion that there is in reality ‘no relationship’, to others it suggests that the rela-
tionship is more complicated than the simple prediction suggests.
Unemployment does not lead to crime directly but contributes to the overall
effect of economic conditions on crime rates.

This chapter reviews major themes in research on unemployment, crime, and
imprisonment. We will review key conceptual themes and methodological
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disputes en route to exploring the wisdom of utilising economic policy for
crime-reduction purposes. The first part reviews three explanations for links
between unemployment and crime trends. The second part considers three
theories about the social meaning of unemployment. The third part describes
research concerning links between unemployment and imprisonment. The
final part considers the issue of ‘economic anti-crime policies’ in the context
of relief efforts during the depression of the 1930s.

Crime Trends and Economic Conditions
Criminologists have offered several interpretations of trends in crime rates
and unemployment rates in the decades since the Second World War (the post-
war period). Rival interpretations reflect conceptual as well as methodological
controversies.

Business Cycles and Crime

In 1990, Simon Field produced a report dealing with unemployment and crime
for the Home Office that proved controversial politically. Home Office
Minister John Patten dismissed Field’s findings as soon as they were published
(Cook, 1997: 35).

What Field (1990) said is that levels of unemployment influenced crime
rates but the effect was mediated by short-term fluctuations in consumption.
He connected the analysis of post-war crime trends in England and Wales with
economic theorising about the importance of distinguishing between short-
term and long-term influences. Economic models tend to assume that vari-
ables responsible for economic trends in the short-term have little influence
on the overall economy in the long-term. Field proposed that crime, like the
economy generally, is subject to short-term influences, which are very differ-
ent from long-term causes. While unemployment has little significance in
explaining the overall level of crime in the long-term, it does produce signifi-
cant effects on changes in crime rates in the short-term (Field, 1990: 3–7).

At the national level, the unemployment rate over time is coincident with busi-
ness cycles. Changes in unemployment rates do not reflect rising and lowering
levels of poverty; the rate rises and falls rapidly without corresponding changes
in other social factors such as housing conditions, family, educational or demo-
graphic circumstances. Unemployment, Field (1990: 7) contends, adds nothing to
the explanation of crime trends once the key factor, consumption, is taken into
account. During the four decades after the Second World War in England and
Wales, the pattern of consumption growth mirrored the upward trend in prop-
erty crime. He observed this same relationship in figures for the USA, Japan, and
France, and to a lesser extent in Sweden and (what was then) West Germany.

Field’s (1990) reading of the figures for Britain convinced him that fluctua-
tions in crime were not associated with levels of unemployment, with one
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interesting exception: crimes of violence against the person were found to be
strongly correlated to changes in the level of beer consumption and to changes
in the amount of unemployment. This finding, he reasoned, could be
explained by the fact that the statistical category of violent crime includes
offences ranging from pub brawls to domestic violence. Following Bonger
(1916), he suggested that violent crime increases during periods of prosperity
owing to the tendency for young men to gather in pubs, consume a lot of beer,
and get into fights. The relationship between violent crime and unemployment
is likely to be related to the frustration of unemployment, particularly long-
term unemployment. During periods of recession, the frustration of material
deprivation may precipitate domestic violence.

Subsequent research has extended Field’s model to find a more significant
role for unemployment. Hale (1999) looked at crime and the business cycle in
England and Wales between 1948 and 1991, and, by altering the statistical pro-
cedures, discovered significant relationships between unemployment and
crime. While unemployment does not affect crime over the long term, it does
nevertheless play some role in short-term fluctuations in property crime.
When unemployment increases year after year, burglary and robbery are also
likely to increase (Hale, 1999: 694). Scorcu and Cellini (1998) analysed the eco-
nomic determinants of crime rates in Italy over the period of 1951 to 1994 and
found that Field’s views of the inter-relationships between crime, unemploy-
ment and consumption ‘can hold in the long-run analysis as well’. They deter-
mined the level of real per capita consumption to be the best single
explanatory factor for the long-run trend in homicide and robbery rates while
the unemployment rate worked better as an explanation for trends in theft.

Behaviour of Criminals and Victims

Five years before Field’s report, David Cantor and Kenneth Land (1985) pro-
duced an analysis leading to a methodological and conceptual dispute criminol-
ogists have been contributing to ever since.1 They proposed that unemployment
affects not only the behaviour of potential criminals, but also the behaviour of
potential victims, and set out to test their theory with a look at crime rate and
unemployment fluctuations in the USA between 1946 and 1982.

Cantor and Land expected that rising unemployment would lead to both a
decrease and an increase in criminal activity. The most immediate consequence
would be a decrease owing to the ‘opportunity effect’ consistent with routine
activities theory (Cohen and Felson, 1979). As a result of fewer people work-
ing, there would be fewer people in public places, and this reduction in the
‘circulation of people and property’ reduces the opportunity for crime. At
the same time, unemployment would lead to an increase in crime due to the
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‘motivational effect’; unemployed people would be more highly motivated to
break the law because they have a reduced income and financial needs. As
unemployed people are unlikely to feel the economic impact of loss of income
immediately, this effect should be more gradual. Cantor and Land found,
across all crime categories studied, a negative impact overall suggesting that
the negative opportunity impacts outweighed the positive motivational
impacts. But they stressed the importance of both ‘positive motivational and
negative opportunity impacts’. Attempts to measure the impact of unemploy-
ment on crime rates would need to account for these counter-acting causal
structures.

Based on their analysis of unemployment and crime in the UK, Chris Hale
and Dima Sabbagh (1991: 401) challenged the American researchers’
methodology and the theory behind it. Hale and Sabbagh found the oppor-
tunity effect argument, ‘the idea that the unemployed spend long hours at
home and hence less opportunity for burglary’, to be ‘somewhat con-
tentious’, and found the empirical analysis to be ‘statistically inadequate
within the terms of reference they set for themselves’ (Hale and Sabbagh,
1991: 413). Their own analysis of the situation in England and Wales for
1949–87 turned up significant statistical relationships for the majority of
crime categories they studied. This suggested that unemployment did
increase crime, although it was important to distinguish the unemployment
effect from effects of criminal justice (likelihood of detection and severity of
punishment). They added that unemployment has a separate effect on use of
imprisonment (to be discussed below). Cantor and Land responded, defend-
ing both their methodology and conclusions (Cantor and Land, 1991; Cantor,
Land and Russell, 1994).

Subsequent researchers have put the Cantor and Land model, or variations
of it, to good effect. Beki, Zeelenberg, and van Montfort (1999) found evi-
dence of the opportunity effect in their analysis of crime in the Netherlands
for the period 1950–93. Their findings were consistent with the theory that a
higher unemployment rate decreases the number and value of the goods
stolen: unemployment has a significant negative effect on most crimes of
theft. The Dutch researchers also suggest why such knowledge might be
important in a policy context; building an accurate model of the relationships
would be of use in forecasting criminal justice resources (Beki, Zeelenberg,
and van Montfort, 1999: 415). Arvanites and Defina (2006) applied the model
to American data for the period 1986–2000. Rates of street crimes increased
during the 1980s before declining in the 1990s, and the economy, while in
recession in the 1980s, had begun to rebound after 1992. They determined
that their results supported the motivation hypothesis: an improving econ-
omy is associated with decreasing rates of property crime (burglary, larceny,
and motor vehicle theft) as well as robbery (a violent crime with economic
motivation). A stronger economy, they conclude, would bring about reduc-
tions in crime.
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Cultural Meaning and Social Contexts

Steven Box went a long way toward unravelling the intricacies of unemploy-
ment and crime. Drawing on strain and anomie elements of sociological
theory, he argued that research findings related to crime and unemployment
could only be resolved by research taking into account the ‘meaning and dura-
tion of the unemployment’ (Box, 1987: 97).

Box theorised that only a portion of the unemployed during a recession would
be likely to turn to property and violent crimes, based on their understanding
of, and intensity of feelings about, their failure to remain employed. Those who
believe themselves to be temporarily out of work due to wider economic forces
are unlikely to cross the line into illegal work because they do not want to jeop-
ardise what they expect will be a return to work. But those who view unem-
ployment as a personal crisis are likely to turn to crime as the period of
unemployment becomes longer and the sense of injustice, discontent, despair
and hopelessness grows. ‘What inequalities and unemployment mean becomes
crucially important’, and this subjective element is likely to vary by gender, age-
cohort, and over time. So although many factors contribute to this subjective
element, one in particular – the duration of unemployment – is expected to lead
to criminal behaviour. ‘The long-term unemployed, especially the young long-
term unemployed who see no future before them, clearly have greater problems
than those who merely slip on and off the unemployment register because of
minor friction in the labour market’ (Box, 1987: 40).

Subsequent studies of Box’s theory produced mixed results. Orme (1994)
looked for a relationship between rates of change in unemployment and
recorded crime across police force areas in the UK during the period 1984 to
1992. To learn whether the amount of time out of work was associated with
increased crime, she lagged the unemployment data by one and four quarters.
Overall, there was not enough evidence to suggest a correlation between unem-
ployment and recorded crime. Nor was she able to test Box’s other argument
about gender and age as police information about crime rates did not break
them down in this way and the data did not include information for youth
unemployment. Dorling (2005), who points to an extraordinary murder rate for
the cohort of British men born in 1965 and after, does offer some support. He
explains that these men would have left school during the recession of the early
1980s. The summer of 1981 was the first summer in 40 years that a man living
in a poor area would have faced a scarcity of work and training. There is no
‘natural’ rate of murder, Dorling insists. For the murder rate to increase for a
particular group of people, ‘life in general has to be more difficult to live,
people have to be made to feel more worthless’ (Dorling, 2005: 190).

Box’s argument about the meaning of unemployment, and particularly
about how women might see unemployment differently from men, raises a
question about whether the popular theory that unemployment leads to crime
really only has to do with how men perceive work. ‘If criminologists were to
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commence their theorising with female data’, Naffine and Gale (1989: 154)
have argued, ‘it is unlikely that they would draw a connection between unem-
ployment and crime’. They point out that in most studies, the relationship
between gender, unemployment, and crime sinks to insignificance because the
figures involved are overwhelmingly male. Researchers tend to see unemploy-
ment as a factor in crime as a feature of the way men see it; unemployment is
thought to be such a calamity that it provokes criminal activity. Naffine and Gale
(1989: 146), quoting Box and Hale (1985: 215), point out that women who find
themselves without work in the public sphere do not resort to crime but are
more likely to ‘slip back into or take up the wife/mother social role’.

The Social Meaning of W ork
Orthodox economic theory assumes that unemployment leads to crime as per-
sons resort to acquiring by illegal means what they cannot afford to purchase.
Several criminological theories question this assumption. These theories con-
tend that it is not the financial aspect of unemployment but social and cultural
aspects of work and worklessness that lead to crime.

Labour Markets

The focus on unemployment understates the importance of labour markets.
Many dimensions of the labour market, such as the distribution of jobs by skill
and location, affect crime rates. The theory of a dual or split labour market
holds that there are two kinds of employment sectors. The primary labour
market features stable employment, meaningful wages, and prospects for
advancement. Workers in this sector tend to be better educated, to be older,
and to be more motivated. The secondary labour market is characterised by
lower wages and frequent periods of joblessness. Workers tend to be low-
skilled, less educated, and younger (Fagan and Freeman, 1999). The work-
related incentives to commit crime are not evenly distributed across society
but occur in a labour market environment in which individuals choose legal
work or crime as a function of risk, legal wages, and criminal returns. Further,
these incentives occur at the group level. Those within the secondary labour
market are more likely to see some advantage in criminal activity than those
in the primary labour market. The poor, less educated, and young have more
to gain from crime because they have less to gain from working in a legal job.

The idea of becoming unemployed and turning to crime implies that the deci-
sion is an either/or, but many youths combine crime and work or shift between
them readily. As Fagan and Freeman (1999: 260) point out, the attractions of ille-
gal work are reflected in variables often unmeasured in econometric analyses of
crime and work, especially tastes and preferences. For many young men, illegal
activities serve as temporary or transitional work or supplement difficult
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low-wage or otherwise unsatisfactory work, a strategy that has been called
‘doubling-up’. For others, legal work provides an alternative to riskier illegal work
or perhaps offers opportunities for particular kinds of crimes. Essentially, labour
market incentives influence the supply of young men to crime, and specifically
the collapse of the job market for those with few skills during the 1980s and 1990s
contributed to an increase in their criminal activity (Freeman, 1996: 30).

Freeman advocates a carrot-and-stick policy: the carrot, improvement in the
labour market situation for youth with few skills, and the stick, increased
spending for police and prisons. To reduce the level of crime over the long-
term, more resources need to be devoted to improving job opportunities for
young people, the poor, and other groups likely to turn to crime otherwise.
One means of doing this would be to alter wage incentives for the low-skilled
labour market by means of the minimum wage. Hansen and Machin (2002)
evaluated crime patterns across England and Wales before and after introduc-
tion of the National Minimum Wage in 1999. This regulation provided pay
increases for quite a large number of low-wage workers (£3.60 for workers 22
years of age or older and £3 for those between 18 and 21 years of age.) They
found a significant relationship, revealing crime reductions in areas that had
a larger number of low-wage workers, which led them to conclude that alter-
ing wage incentives can lead to measurable reductions in crime.

The Impact of Worklessness

Sociological theories emphasise how the behaviour of individuals in one area
of the labour market influence the individual’s decision to engage in crime.
Chiricos (1987: 195) points out that studies of unemployment and crime
involving comparison of areas of cities at the neighbourhood level (as opposed
to time series analyses of national data) are more likely to turn up ‘milieu
effects’. High unemployment in a particular area of a city that creates a climate
of despair or hopelessness has a criminogenic effect even for those who are
not unemployed, such as teenagers and others not in the labour force.

William J. Wilson (1996) explains unemployment in the context of the ‘new
urban poverty’ in the USA, a reference to residential areas in which the major-
ity of adults are either unemployed, have dropped out of the job market, or
have never been part of the labour force. Many problems of Black ghetto
neighbourhoods – crime, poverty, family dissolution – are a consequence of
the disappearance of work. In the 1950s, a substantial portion of the ghetto
Black population was poor, and by the 1970s, this poverty had become increas-
ingly concentrated. By the 1990s, levels of joblessness reached unprecedented
levels, due to the spread of new technologies, increasing suburbanisation of
jobs, and the growing internationalisation of economic activity. This had dis-
astrous consequences. Wilson (2003: 1103) states: ‘A neighbourhood in which
people are poor, but employed, is very different from a neighbourhood in
which people are poor and jobless’.
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Being unemployed does not necessarily mean ‘not working’, being totally
removed from all forms of work activity. Many people who are officially
unemployed are involved in all kinds of work, including participating in infor-
mal or illegal economies that derive income. There is an important difference
in the sense that work within informal and illegal economies is less regulated
by expectations and standards that require discipline and punctuality.
Participation in the formal economy provides a framework for daily behaviour
because of the discipline and regularity it imposes. In the absence of a regular
job, a person lacks not only a predictable source of income, but also a coher-
ent pattern for daily life, that is, a system of concrete expectations and goals.
Regular employment provides an anchor for social life; it establishes a place
to be and time for being there. Persistent unemployment thwarts daily plan-
ning in social life, a necessary condition for full participation in industrial
society (Wilson, 1999: 481–2).

The criminogenic aspect of unemployment then is ‘worklessness’ which
makes it increasingly difficult to sustain neighbourhood institutions (McGahey,
1986). Parents in workless neighbourhoods have a much more difficult time
controlling the behaviour of their teenage children as a result. People who
reside in such neighbourhoods also find it more difficult to find secure work
owing to the stigma associated with these areas and as a consequence of being
isolated from conventional social institutions. Persons from workless neigh-
bourhoods lack not only the ‘hard skills’ (literacy, numeracy, mechanical
skills) but the ‘soft skills’ (grooming, conversation). The social skills acquired
by residing in workless neighbourhoods – maintaining a tough demeanour,
avoiding eye contact – are helpful for survival in the ghetto but hinder inte-
gration in mainstream society (Wilson, 1999: 487).

Social Embeddedness

John Hagan (1993) argues that the missing piece in understanding crime and
unemployment is recognising ‘the social relations in which economic life is
embedded’. Drawing on work from Granovetter (1992), Hagan proposes that
there is a social structure to the employment process; it involves socially
embedded networks of contacts. Within this setting, jobs are not obtained
through individual efforts or characteristics alone, but connections available
within social frames. Initial job mobility is important because of its potential
to widen these connections and facilitate upward job mobility. At the same
time, difficulty in breaking into the labour force dampens employment
prospects by limiting these contacts. The relationship between unemployment
and crime does not depend on the assumption of need-based material motiva-
tion, but youth crime prior to employment (Hagan, 1993: 468–9).

Thornberry (1987: 883) argued that youths who live in impoverished neigh-
bourhoods have difficulty finding employment because their families
and friends are likely to have few job connections. This places them on a
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‘behavioural trajectory’ likely to result in delinquency and crime. He
explained the situation in sociological terms borrowed from Hirschi’s social
bond theory; initially weak bonds coincident with economic marginality lead
to delinquent involvement, and more serious delinquent involvement further
weakens these bonds by contributing to marginality with respect to the
labour force. The combination of this process makes it extremely difficult to
secure a place within the conventional labour force. Hagan’s analysis of a
cohort of boys born in 1950 in London led him to place delinquency before
unemployment in the life course. The youths Hagan studied did not move
from unemployment to crime, but instead, their adolescent ties involving
gang activity made it increasingly difficult as adults to find employment. ‘The
analysis indicates that early embeddedness among delinquent friends
and continuing delinquent behaviour leads to adult unemployment’ (Hagan,
1993: 486). 

Embeddedness explains a counter-intuitive finding related to youth employ-
ment and delinquency: a number of researchers have concluded that youth
employment leads to delinquency (Ploeger, 1997; Cullen, Williams and
Wright, 1997). A study from Finland, where a significant portion of grade 9
students work during the school year, found that working long hours led to
delinquency; in this case, activities such as beating someone, buying stolen
goods, vandalism at school, and drunken driving. Youth employment does not
necessarily encourage delinquent behaviour, however; it depends on the kind
of job. Traditionally adolescent jobs (babysitting and piece-rate hobby work)
decreased the likelihood of heavy drinking while adult-like jobs (fast food
restaurant, clerical and cleaning work) increased heavy drinking (Kouvonen
and Kivivuori, 2001: 206). The primary advantage of traditional adolescent
jobs may be the access they provide to social networks of adults in a position
to offer stable and permanent employment, while youth employment in adult-
like jobs places them in a social network where the adults are themselves
unconnected to networks affording meaningful adult employment.

Unemployment and Imprisonment
In a sense, it does not matter whether criminologists and economists ever
resolve the methodological issues involved in statistical models related to
unemployment and crime. The belief that unemployment causes crime is
likely to have more to do with policy than the ‘facts’ of the matter. As Box and
Hale (1985: 209) observe:

The relationship between unemployment and crime is nowhere near as simple
or demonstrated as is commonly claimed … . Nonetheless, it is clear that
many people believe that unemployment causes crime, and this belief has real
consequences, particularly when it affects decisions taken by state officials
processing suspected and convicted persons.
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Box and Hale are among a number of researchers to call attention to a
relationship between unemployment and criminal justice decision-making
within a larger economic context.

Punishment and Social Structure

Beginning in the 1970s, a series of empirical studies has appeared exploring
the relationship between unemployment and imprisonment. Researchers in
this genre typically cite Punishment and Social Structure by George Rusche and
Otto Kirchheimer (1939), the first major work of the Frankfurt school of crit-
ical theory to appear in English.

In this historical study, Rusche and Kirchheimer aimed to show that the
type of punishment in society (fines, deportation, prison) does not follow from
the ostensible goal of suppressing crime but from specific economic condi-
tions, chiefly the labour market. ‘Every system of production’, they (1939: 5)
argued, ‘tends to discover punishments which correspond to its productive
relationships’. Essentially, they argued for an historically contingent connec-
tion between the kind of punishment in society and the state of the labour
market, according to which the harshness of sanction is inversely proportional
to the value of human beings, that is, the value of labour. ‘Less eligibility’, as
they explained, became the leitmotif of prison administration (Rusche and
Kirchheimer, 1939: 94).

Less eligibility refers to a principle established in the Poor Laws (1834) that
the living situation of the able-bodied recipient of poor relief should not be
made as ‘eligible’ or comfortable as the lowest paid labourer. Consistent with
this logic, a rise in unemployment would lead to an increase in prison com-
mitments because the policy of deterrence indicates that harsher or more
intensive punishments are needed to counteract the increased temptation to
commit crime. In an economic environment characterised by labour surplus
and declining conditions for the working class, the conditions of confinement
for prison workers had to be harsh enough to keep the working class from
turning to crime. In support of this logic, Rusche offered George Bernard
Shaw’s comment: ‘if the prison does not underbid the slum in human misery,
the slum will empty and the prison will fill’ (quoted in Feest, 1999: 105).

By 1990, the theoretical argument in Punishment and Social Structure had
inspired at least 44 empirical studies (Chiricos and DeLone, 1992). More
studies have appeared since then, leading to lively debates about just what
Rusche and Kirchheimer would predict. Researchers have taken ‘harsher pun-
ishment’ to mean greater use of incarceration, longer sentences, or both.
Generally, researchers have tried to explain changes in rates of imprisonment
as a function of economic conditions, including unemployment. A major strat-
egy is to divide the twentieth century into periods based on changes in the
economy – and usually the economy of interest is the American economy –
and equate these with fluctuations in imprisonment rates. Michalowski and
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Carlson (1999), for instance, examine three production cycles in the USA from
1933 to 1979. They argue that while the 1930s and 1970s were periods of high
structural unemployment, social welfare programmes targeted toward White
men in the 1930s reduced what would otherwise have been a greater reliance
on imprisonment.

The theoretical argument in Punishment and Social Structure does not specify
a direct and positive relationship between imprisonment rates and unemploy-
ment rates. Melossi (2003: 250) points out that Rusche did not intend to
explain the size of the prison population in a historical period, but rather the
conditions of confinement that imprisonment as a form of punishment would
take. In periods when the market is flooded with labour, the conditions of con-
finement deteriorate along with the general standard of living for the working
class. In periods of labour scarcity, the conditions of confinement improve,
and work becomes part of the disciplinary regimen. Melossi (2003: 255) also
points out that the Rusche/Kirchheimer hypothesis does not really aim to
explain imprisonment as a result of short-term economic fluctuations or busi-
ness cycles. Changes in prison conditions respond to long cycles within capi-
talism, and as such, reflect much more of the sense of punishment within the
surrounding culture.

What has made Punishment and Social Structure so popular within the soci-
ology of punishment is the contention that punishment serves a purpose other
than crime control. Dominant groups within market economies make use of
legal sanctions whenever the interests of these elites are threatened, typically
when living standards are decreased, or unemployment increased. In other
words, imprisonment should be understood as a form of economic policy.
Large surplus labour populations threaten market economies, and economic
elites within these nations use imprisonment to manage the underclass when
employment increases (Ruddell, 2005: 8–10).

Western and Beckett (1999) and Wacquant (2000) extend this logic to the
growth of imprisonment in the USA in recent decades. Western and Beckett
argue that the high rate of imprisonment lowers government figures for
unemployment by concealing joblessness among able-bodied, working-age
men. At the same time, it raises unemployment over the long-term by dam-
aging employment possibilities of prisoners once released. Imprisonment
deepens inequality because it affects disproportionately African-American
men, who experience the highest imprisonment rates along with lowered
labour market potential. They predict that sustaining low unemployment in
future will depend on a continuing expansion of the prison system. Wacquant
argues that the prison has replaced the ghetto as a means of containing
African Americans. The decline of the manufacturing economy of the 1970s
meant that America’s industrial cities lost their ability to confine outcast
Black men and the prison was needed to enclose the threat of deproletari-
anised actions of the Black working class. Increasing numbers were sent to
prison, Wacquant proposes, owing to a combination of skills deficit, racial
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discrimination and competition from immigrants, and the refusal of Black
men to submit to the indignity of substandard work – referred to by ghetto
residents as ‘slave jobs’.

Imprisonment and Economic Policy

Thinking about imprisonment as a form of economic policy invokes two
conundrums of critical criminology: determinism and conspiracy. Rusche’s
and Kirchheimer’s model has been criticised for overestimating the influence
of economic conditions in determining punishment practice. David Garland
(1990: 105–10) says that they produced a selective account of historical prac-
tices in keeping with their ‘single-minded interpretation’ of punishment and
attitudes about crime and punishment. This suggests the need to grasp the
internal dynamics of punishment policy, as well as the ‘symbols and social
messages’ conveyed to the wider public. Why, Garland (1990: 109) asks, does
support for punitive measures receive such widespread support among the
working class (if such measures are about suppressing their interests)? Rusche
and Kirchheimer do not explain this.

Studies conducted across national contexts support Garland’s claim about
the political aspect of punishment. Sutton (2000) looked at imprisonment rates
in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the UK and the USA from 1955 to 1985.
He concluded that prison growth in these countries is driven by both crime
rates and unemployment rates, but also by welfare spending and the relative
political power of rightist political parties. Fluctuations in labour markets do
shape levels of imprisonment: when opportunities for legitimate employment
expand, prison growth slows. Or, to put it the other way around, prison pop-
ulations increase during economic downturns, when social spending is con-
strained, and when conservative political parties control the police agenda.
Von Hofer (2003) analysed imprisonment trends in Finland, Netherlands, and
Sweden from 1950 to 2000. He found that fluctuations in imprisonment did
not reflect those for crimes rates in these countries, but neither did they
follow trends in economic development, unemployment or social marginalisa-
tion. Rates of prisoners were a function of criminal justice and social policies
that encouraged or discouraged the use of incarceration, and increases in
incarceration always occurred because no strong political opposition chal-
lenged the course of events.

The Rusche–Kirchheimer model has also been criticised for implying a con-
spiracy model of policymaking. Greenberg (1977: 650) has argued that
Rusche’s and Kirchheimer’s proposal that judges in criminal courts adjust
their sentencing practices chiefly or solely to accommodate the requirements
of employers is ‘far-fetched’. Perhaps the monarchs of the seventeenth century
could inform judges of their need for galley slaves, but in the contemporary
era, prime ministers and presidents exercise no such power. The greater like-
lihood of a prison term for unemployed lawbreakers, he suggests, results
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from decision-making processes in which judges are less willing to assign
community penalties to unemployed, or that unemployment affects levels of
community tolerance and exerts a kind of political pressure to which judges
respond. Box and Hale (1982: 21), agreeing with Greenberg, find unsatisfying
the ‘conspiracy account’ of unemployment and imprisonment ‘in which the
powerful deliberately attempt to fragment and…discipline the unemployed by
increasing rates of … imprisonment’.

The tendency to imprison unemployed lawbreakers operates as an unin-
tended, even unconscious, aspect of every decision-making within the court
environment, and not, as an overly enthusiastic reading of Punishment and
Social Structure would lead one to surmise, as the conspiratorial strategy of
industry leaders and their political operatives. Judges do not make sentencing
decisions involving unemployed convicts within a mindset of the economic
value of labour nor as a matter of political legitimacy, but see their work
within an organisational context consistent with bourgeois ideology. Although
they do not impose sentences with the economic value of labour or the polit-
ical legitimacy of the State in mind, their decisions reproduce an ideology con-
sistent with system maintenance. Judges are more likely to assign prison to
unemployed defendants convicted of crimes in the belief that they represent
greater risks to the community, attributing their joblessness to a character flaw
that makes them less likely to succeed or even a greater risk to the commu-
nity (Box and Hale 1982).

Hale (1984) describes the political environment that developed in Britain in
the years after 1974. The Labour party of 1945–51 committed the government
to full employment and improved living conditions for the working class. But
following the payments crisis of 1965–6, the full employment policy was
replaced by sterling devaluation and industrial rationalisation. These mea-
sures failed, leading to a growing fiscal crisis in the 1970s. There were increas-
ing tensions in industrial relations culminating in the Miners’ strike of 1974.
The number of men unemployed doubled by 1976 and increased by a factor
of five by 1984. In the 1979 election, the Conservative party made law 
and order a recurring them; Conservative rhetoric emphasised the activity of
labour unions as a threat to public order and welfare dependency as sympto-
matic of moral decline and faltering personal responsibility. It is no coinci-
dence, Hale (1984) insists, that 1974 marked the end of proportionate use of
imprisonment and the beginning of a prison-building programme. More unem-
ployed men went to prison, not because judges joined in a Thatcherite
conspiracy, but because ‘the climate developed in this period in Britain was
one in which the prejudices of the judiciary were reinforced by a media cam-
paign supportive of the Conservative Party’s ideas on moral decay and over-
dependence on the state’ (Hale, 1984: 343). Punishment, from this perspective,
does reflect interests other than crime control, but these ‘other interests’ are
political and not exclusively economic. (We will consider the impact of impris-
onment on social welfare in Chapter 8.)
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Crime and the Depr ession
Every discussion about unemployment, crime, and the appropriate policy
response invokes, sooner or later, the issue of crime during the depression era.
In Britain, the fear that wide-scale unemployment would lead to crime and
social conflict was put forward by several commentators. Articles appeared in
newspapers with titles such as ‘The Deadly Dole: From Idleness to Crime’. But
as early as 1940, when Mannheim published his study of crime in England
and Wales, he concluded that no direct correlation had been found (Stevenson
and Cook, 1994: 101–2). The fact that the economic slump did not correspond
with a massive crime wave has generated evocative arguments about the
potential for economic policy to affect crime.

One of most compelling explanations for the crime wave that did not occur
has to do with the economic policies put in place as a response. In the USA, it
was the ‘New Deal’ initiated after Franklin D. Roosevelt became president in
1933. Criminologists have seen in the New Deal not only an explanation for
why crime did not increase despite massive unemployment and poverty, but
a contemporary policy solution for crime in the USA (Wilson, 1996; Currie,
1998) and UK (Downes, 1997). Downes points to the criminogenic situation
brought about by despair and pessimism experienced in connection with pro-
longed unemployment. Primary labour market work is the most effective
means of circumventing this spiral of despair as ‘nothing short … of
Roosevelt’s New Deal is needed to halt, let alone reverse this trend’ (Downes,
1997: 3; see also NACRO, 1995: 35). Understanding why the New Deal worked
as a crime-reduction measure affords significant insight into the effectiveness of
economic policies as anti-crime policies.

Crime rates in the United States increased during the late 1920s until 1933,
one of the highest-crime years of the decade, then began to decline. This
decrease might be explained, as Pandiani (1982) argues, by the operation of the
Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), a New Deal economic measure. The pro-
gramme offered jobs working in forests and national parks to young, unem-
ployed men from the cities. The programme provided, in addition to room,
board, and clothing, a salary of $30 a month; the enrolees were required to
allot all but $5 each month to their dependants. During its eight years, the
CCC planted more than two million acres of trees, constructed 6837 dams, and
built 118,000 miles of roads. At its peak in 1935, the CCC operated 2650
camps with a total enrolment of 500,000 men (Pandiani, 1982: 350). Pandiani
(1982) suggests that the voluntary migration of thousands of men, in their
crime-prone years, from the cities to work-camps in wilderness areas, where
they existed under military discipline, probably circumvented the amount of
criminal activity that would have occurred otherwise. The CCC, he contends,
should be thought of as the ‘Crime Control Corps’.

Roosevelt did not propose the CCC with crime reduction in mind. Although
the Roosevelt Administration was concerned about crime, they believed in the
federalisation of law enforcement as a solution and consciously built up the
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Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to lead a crusade against it. Roosevelt
regarded the CCC, as he explained in his initial message to Congress, as a
means of providing economic relief for unemployed men and their families.
When he addressed the nation in 1936 on the third anniversary of the CCC,
he made no reference to crime. Attempting to win support for the programme
as a crime-reduction strategy would have undermined one of his chief aims for
New Deal programmes: respite from fear. He did want to instil fear, but hope
and confidence. Not until 1939, in a speech to the National Parole Conference,
did Roosevelt realise he had come up with a successful crime prevention
measure.

When we instituted these activities we did not have in mind merely the narrow
purpose of preventing crime. However, nobody who knows how demoralising
the effects of enforced idleness may be, will be inclined to doubt that our effort
to provide our needy unemployed citizens with the opportunity to earn by hon-
est work at least the bare necessities of life. (Pandiani, 1982: 352).

The CCC succeeded as a crime-reduction measure, it would seem, because
neither the general public, nor the enrolees themselves, thought about it in
this way. Had Roosevelt told the American people he was engaged in staving
off a crime wave, he would have stigmatised hundreds of thousands of men
as ‘potential criminals’ and their dependants as ‘problem families’. The return
of hundreds of thousands of ‘dangerous men’ to the cities would have gener-
ated local politicians’ concern about rising crime rates and public anxiety
over outbreaks of criminality. Roosevelt had described the programme as a
means of restoring dignity to idle workers and in this way reinforced the
meaningfulness of their pursuits. Men planted trees, dammed rivers, and so
on, in the belief that they were restoring vital natural resources as well as
contributing to their families. Had they been told their hard work was pri-
marily intended to keeping them out of the city and out of trouble, it would
have demoralised their interest and undermined their willingness to shoulder
improvements to the nation’s infrastructure. They would have resented
austere conditions at the camps as ahead-of-schedule imprisonment. Justifying
the Civilian Conservation Corps as a crime-reduction measure would have
been a disaster.

The lesson about crime and unemployment to be taken from the depression
era seems to be that economic policies are successful as crime reduction mea-
sures when they are not seen as crime reduction measures. For this reason,
policymakers should avoid justifying economic relief policies as crime-reduction
strategies. This line of political argument makes the potential for criminality,
rather than a state of need, the reason for government provision of social wel-
fare. Raising the idea of criminal threat as a rationale for meeting people’s
needs not only maligns the intended recipients of government economic relief,
but alienates the people who imagine themselves paying for it. Economic poli-
cies should be justified on the basis of hope, not fear.
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Conclusion
Methodological and conceptual controversies make it difficult to draw firm
conclusions about the relationship between crime and unemployment. The
relationship between crime and unemployment is important in the context of
overall economic conditions. And, drawing on historical experience, what can
be said is that economic policies with the biggest potential to reduce crime are
those that remain invisible as crime policies.

Questions for Discussion

1. Does unemployment lead to crime? What is the best explanation for trends in
crime and unemployment since the Second World War?

2. Should young people be encouraged to work while in school or not?

3. Does unemployment have the same effect on women as is does on men?

4. Is the fact that a majority of people in prison were unemployed prior to sentence
proof that unemployment leads to imprisonment? What would it take to demon-
strate that unemployment leads to imprisonment?

5. Should politicians concerned about reducing crime pursue economic policy?
How should they go about it?
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SUMMARY

• Research concer ning families and crime has been associated with contested
policy ter ms such as ‘pr oblem families’ and the ‘cycle of deprivation’

• The relationship between families and crime has been explained along the lines
of: developmental pathways, str uctural disadvantage, and the cycle of violence

• Youth policy is incr easingly driven by concepts of early inter vention and risk-
focused pr evention

Youth policy has always included a focus on delinquency prevention, but in
recent years the aims of prevention have shifted. Traditionally, the goal has
been to prevent delinquents from growing up into adult criminals. This has
been replaced to an increasing extent by the goal of preventing young persons
from engaging in delinquency. This newer goal has led to the search for more
accurate means of identifying those children headed for trouble and finding
the earliest possible points for intervention. And it has brought about a re-
location of the centre of youth policy, from a legal institution, the youth court,
to a social institution, the family.

Since the Second World War, the family has never been far away from dis-
cussions of youth, crime, and social policy. So long as prevention and early
intervention remain key aspects of youth policy, it is likely to remain so. That
said, formulating a consistent policy guide has proven difficult because of the
tendency to see the family in very different ways. The family is seen as the
principal site for the manufacture of social problems and as a roundabout
where major social pressures converge. Family-centred crime policies tend to
fuse images of families as both troubled and troublesome.

The first part of this chapter reviews recent interest in the family as a site
for criminality prevention. The second part reviews three lines of criminolog-
ical research on the relationship between families and crime. The third part
deals with two themes important to contemporary policy discussions: early
intervention and risk-focused prevention.
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Family-Centred Crime Policy
Politicians have conceptualised the family’s relationship to crime in different
ways. Terms such as ‘problem families’, ‘cycle of deprivation’, and ‘pro-family
policies’ have contributed to the social policy response.

Problem Families

During the 1940s, Bowlby (1944) popularised the view that family dynamics
led to delinquency. He completed his first empirical study, ‘Forty-Four
Juvenile Thieves’, while a fellow in psychiatry at the London Child Guidance
Clinic. He found that delinquents were more likely than non-delinquents to
have suffered the trauma of separation from their mothers during the first five
years of life. Borrowing insights from Freud, he concluded that most of these
delinquents could be characterised as displaying an ‘affectionless character’.
Prolonged separations of children from mothers explained both frequent
delinquent activity as well as particular kinds of delinquent acts (Dixon, 2003).

Bowlby’s perspective acquired significance in problem-families research.
The ‘problem families’ concept originated in middle-class concern over the
‘underclass’, occasioned by the wartime evacuation of London children to
rural locations. The Our Towns report of 1943, produced by the Women’s
Group on Public Welfare, said the evacuation had brought to light a sub rosa
category of persons.

Within this group are the ‘problem families’, always on the edge of pauperism
and crime, riddled with mental and physical neglect, a menace to the commu-
nity, of which the gravity is out of all proportion to their numbers. (Quoted in
Macnicol, 1999: 70)

The problem families concept guided interventions carried out by a generation
of public health authorities, social workers, and housing managers. Also, it
attracted the interest of several groups who made use of the concept in
advancing their own agendas. The Eugenics Society, Family Service Units, and
local Medical Officers of Health sponsored a series of problem family investi-
gations during the 1940s and 1950s (Macinol, 1999: 72).

A few investigators offered formal definitions, but most went ahead with
their research as if the meaning of the term was obvious. For C.P. Blacker,
writing on behalf of the Eugenics Society, problem families had to do with the
failings of parents. ‘Problem parents’ did not grasp the benefit of education,
lived in chaotic and dirty homes, and produced too many children. Other def-
initions zeroed in on the failings of mothers. Catherine Wright, Deputy
Medical Officer of Health in Sheffield, contributed a series of reports begin-
ning in 1955 that followed up 120 problem families. Her counterparts in
Bristol, Liverpool, Southampton and other cities produced similar studies, col-
lectively promoting the construct of the ‘problem mother’. Problem mothers
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did not raise their children properly, the researchers said, because they
suffered from a mental condition, were addicted to drink, or lacked maternal
vigilance (Starkey, 2000).

Problem-families research can be said to have inspired theoretical and
methodological innovations in criminology. In the USA, Robert Merton found
in it a useful example of ‘retreatism’. In 1957, he wrote that examples of
retreatism had been uncovered among problem families in England (Welshman,
1999: 469). The problem-families concept also promoted the usefulness of lon-
gitudinal studies to investigate inter-generational continuities in delinquency
and other social problems. Longitudinal analysis involves identifying a sample
of young persons (all born in a particular year, for instance) and collecting
information about them (from interviews; school and other records) as they
grow into adulthood.

By the late 1950s, however, the concept had become subject to criticism. The
Problem of the ‘Problem Family’ (Timms and Philp, 1957) undertook a stock-
taking exercise with respect to the literature and raised a number of concep-
tual and policy-oriented shortcomings. Richard Titmuss provided an apt
summation when he declared in the foreword of this book that the problem
families theme had been pursued in a ‘singularly uncritical manner’ and
served as a means of demeaning poor people.

The Cycle of Deprivation

During the 1970s, the family became the focus of a highly polarised policy
debate. Sir Keith Joseph, Secretary of State for Social Services, proposed that
many of the difficulties associated with social deprivation were ‘home-made’.
In referring to a ‘cycle of deprivation’, Joseph said that deprivation might be
transmitted from one generation to the next through poor household manage-
ment and broken homes.

Guided in part by problem-families research, Joseph talked about a category
of poor families whose poverty was not caused by a lack of income, but inter-
related difficulties of temperament, intelligence, income and health com-
pounded across generations. While small in number, these families amplified
the troubles of various groups including deprived children, deserted spouses,
families of alcoholics and prisoners, and those who experienced family disso-
lution. He established the Working Party on Transmitted Deprivation to pro-
mote an understanding of the cycle. Between 1974 and 1982, the Working
Party underwrote 19 research studies, 14 literature reviews and 4 feasibility
projects (Welshman, 2005: 307).

Social policy analysts took little interest in Joseph’s cycle of deprivation.
Peter Townsend denounced it as ‘a mixture of popular stereotypes and ill-
developed, mostly contentious, scientific notions’ (quoted in Welshman, 2005:
335). The theory of an inter-generational family cycle diverted attention from
structural factors and tended to blame the victims. It confused structural and
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individual explanations of deprivation, and uncritical acceptance of it risked a
return to the nineteenth-century view of poverty as the fault of the poor.

Joseph’s efforts to promote marriage and family aroused the ire of some
MPs who criticised the scapegoating of single parents. Critics of the pro-family
project also sought to defend the ‘Titmuss paradigm’ – unconditional, non-
judgemental welfare provision – against the insinuation that personal behav-
iour contributed to poverty and that social policy should be contingent on
some element of personal responsibility (Deacon, 2000: 9). From this perspec-
tive, association of the idea of family factors in crime causation represented a
politically motivated effort to undercut the welfare state. By the end of the
1970s, opposition to any explanation of poverty that strayed from a structural
emphasis resulted in a moratorium on family as a topic of policy research. In
the context of crime, research into the family became, like Mrs Thatcher’s
handbag, a symbol of rightist politics.

Family Support Policies

In 1993 or so, the idea of family-centred crime policy received new support
from some unexpected sources. Tony Blair, then Shadow Home Secretary,
insisted that Labour had to acknowledge the importance of family. Responding
to John Major’s ‘back to basics’ speech at the Conservative party conference,
Blair insisted that there was a need for pro-family policies. ‘I think the current
debate about parenthood, families, and crime is important to people like me’,
he said, ‘… [because] it gives us the opportunity to restate some fundamental
principles in a way that actually has some meaning for ordinary people in
Britain today’ (Blair, 1993b: 85). It was a matter of common sense that a child
brought up in a stable family would have a better chance of success. But it
made equal sense to understand that parents would have a better chance of
succeeding in this task to the extent that they could count on a regular income,
could reside in a decent house, and could put their children in a school offer-
ing a quality education (Blair, 1993: 85).

Utting (1993) took this argument a step further. The Conservatives’ empha-
sis on broken homes as the source of delinquency led to misplaced priorities.
The preoccupation with family structure, whether children live with one par-
ent or two, offered an unsatisfactory approach to delinquency prevention.
Broken homes are a symptom of larger issues that create conflict between par-
ents. Rather than trying to recreate a family structure reminiscent of the
1950s, interventions should concentrate on reducing the many stress factors
that inhibit parents’ ability to extend the care they would otherwise wish
to extend. Parenting is a ‘direct channel’ by which economic and socio-
environmental factors, poverty and disadvantage, influence young people’s
behaviour and development (Utting, 1993: 19). Utting proposed measures to
support families, improve parenting, and enhance school education. These
included open-access family centres, home-visiting schemes, parental skills
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training, and other family support services. Pre-school education, to aid
disadvantaged youths in schools, would also help (Utting, 1993: 20).

The Third Way programme advanced by the Labour party in these years
gave particular attention to family life, crime, and deterioration of communi-
ties. In his statement of Third Way thinking on crime reduction, Giddens
(2000: 4) put it simply: ‘Changes in the family are related to antisocial behav-
iour and crime’. Not only do family dissolution and crime represent issues of
public concern, they are linked together so that tackling one problem cannot
be accomplished without taking on the others.

Following Blair’s victory in 1997 and establishment of the Social Exclusion
Unit, this strategy was put into place. The government supported a bundle of
programmes in the area of Children, Families and Schools. These included
Sure Start, Support for Parents, Literacy and Numeracy Strategies, Teenage
Pregnancy Strategy, and Access to Childcare, among others (Young and
Matthews, 2003: 10). The Third Way included a renewed interest in transmit-
ted deprivation. The Breaking the Cycle (2004) report, produced by the Social
Exclusion Unit, uses terminology such as ‘intergenerational cycle of depriva-
tion’ and ‘transmission’ of disadvantage (Social Exclusion Unit, 2004).

The Criminology of Families
The criminological study of families and crime has tended to rely on a partic-
ular methodology. Many of the conclusions have been drawn from longitudi-
nal research, the most extensive of which have been carried out in the UK and
the USA.

Developmental Pathways

David Farrington has supervised the largest longitudinal study in Britain. The
Cambridge Study of Delinquent Behaviour is a forty-year follow-up study of
411 males who attended primary school in south London during the 1950s.
Information about the boys’ development was obtained from parents during
annual visits by social workers to the boys’ homes during their middle child-
hood years. As the boys reached adulthood, and approached middle age, they
were interviewed by researchers (Farrington and West, 1990).

The Cambridge study contributes to a larger body of work known as ‘devel-
opmental pathways’ analysis. Offending is seen as part of a syndrome that
arises in childhood and tends to persist into adulthood. The chain of events
leading from conduct problems, such as disruptive behaviour in school, to
serious delinquency and a criminal career is described as a developmental tra-
jectory or pathway. Developmental criminology seeks to identify the reasons
behind turning points in criminal careers: ‘activation’ (the way criminal activ-
ities begin), ‘aggravation’ (escalation, increasing seriousness) and ‘desistence’
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(decreasing frequency, cessation) (Loeber and LeBlanc, 1990; LeBlanc and
Loeber, 1998).

The Cambridge research points to a number of criminogenic characteristics
of families including the criminality of parents and large family size. ‘Crime
runs in families’, Farrington (2004: 131–2) reports; some 6 per cent of the
families accounted for half of all the convictions of family members in the
cohort. The inter-generational transmission of crime is likely to be related to
multiple risk factors at work in the most deprived neighbourhoods, or possi-
bly that female lawbreakers tend to cohabit with male lawbreakers. ‘Crime
runs in large families’ to the extent that boys who had four or more siblings
by ten years of age doubled their chances of being convicted as a juvenile. This
may be due to lack of parental attention given the relatively greater number
of demands on parents’ time, or frustration, irritation and conflict resulting
from crowded conditions (Farrington, 2004: 135–6).

The Cambridge research also points to parenting methods and family
disharmony. Of all the child-rearing methods under study, poor parental
supervision remains the strongest predictor of childhood criminal behaviour.
Other crime-producing methods include harsh and punitive discipline, erratic
and inconsistent discipline, cold and rejecting parents, and parents’ non-
participation in children’s activities (Farrington, 2004: 136–8). Children sepa-
rated from a biological parent are more likely to run afoul of the law than
children residing with both parents. In the Cambridge study, separations from
a parent before ten years of age led to greater convictions and delinquency.
Broken families may lead to crime because of enduring anxiety over the trauma
of being detached from a parent, or the accumulation of stress (parental con-
flict, loss, reduced economic circumstances, step-parents with poor child-rearing
practices) (Farrington, 2004: 140–1).

To some extent, Farrington’s research revives earlier work by Bowlby. The
terms ‘broken homes’ and ‘problem families’ have been replaced by ‘disrup-
tion,’ and the psychoanalytic interpretation is gone, but the import of the
research remains the same. Juby and Farrington (2001) concluded that family
disruption was an important factor in delinquency causation. It depended,
however, on the cause of the disruption. Separations caused by parental con-
flict and family disharmony precipitated delinquent outcomes in a way that
separations owing to death of a parent did not. They did find, as Bowlby sug-
gested, that loss of a mother led to higher delinquency rates than loss of a
father. This finding expressed the fact that it is not family disruption per se
that leads to delinquency. Some kinds of broken homes are criminogenic, that
is, those where the boy does not remain with his mother; some kinds of intact
families are criminogenic, that is, those characterised by parental conflict.

Haas, Farrington and others (2004) explored these relationships in a study of
21,314 men in Switzerland. The biographical information they obtained, from
a survey of 20-year-olds recruited for the Swiss army, showed that boys not
living with their mothers were most likely to become persistent offenders.
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Consistent with earlier results, the loss of a mother was more damaging than
loss of a father. The Swiss study turned up an interesting finding in that the
most traumatised boys (who had been institutionalised) appeared to have
become less delinquent than those who were less traumatised but still subject
to the same risk factors. The researchers suggest that more attention should be
given to understanding ‘resiliency’, the ability of some children to thrive
despite separation from parents and other adverse life circumstances.

Structural Disadvantage

For more than three decades beginning in 1939, Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck
(1952) of the Harvard Law School carried out one of the most ambitious longitu-
dinal studies of delinquency in America. They collated extensive information
about the lives of 1000 boys from deprived backgrounds in Boston; 500 matched
pairs of delinquents and non-delinquents. And they concluded that the most
important difference between them was the family (Sampson and Laub, 1993:
42). Delinquents grew up in homes characterised by less effective household
management, lower cultural atmosphere, lower standards of conduct, poorer
parental supervision, and weak ties among family members. Delinquents came
from less stable homes, homes in which they experienced broken relationships
with one or both parents and endured one or more household changes.
Delinquents grew up with parents who had low self-respect, had little ambition
to improve the family’s situation, and were indifferent or hostile to their children.

To solve such problems, the Gluecks recommended the combined resources
of specialists in welfare, education and community-development. Delinquency
prevention should focus on family life along with three other areas: traits and
characteristics of delinquents, the school, and employment of leisure time.
Intervening in other areas, with individualised psychiatric treatment and build-
ing of boys clubs, recreation centres, clinics and the like would be of limited
value, they observe, without ‘breaking the vicious cycle’ leading to delinquency
within families. As for rehabilitating the delinquent family, they explain that
‘The problem is enormous in scope. It calls for the widespread cooperative
endeavour of child-guidance clinics, school teachers, family welfare agencies,
church and other communal resources’ (Glueck and Glueck, 1952: 199).

In 1993, Robert Sampson and John Laub published their re-analysis of the
Gluecks’ data. The Gluecks followed up their initial data collection at two
points in time – at 25 and 32 years of age – tracking down records in some 37
states. Sampson and Laub supplemented this with information about crimes
from 32 to 45 years of age. They combined quantitative and qualitative data
and took advantage of contemporary data analysis techniques unknown to the
Gluecks when they conducted their study. Given the importance of family
dynamics in the making of delinquents, Sampson and Laub (1993: 96–7) were
troubled that so many sociological explanations of crime overlooked the
family.
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Sampson and Laub affirmed the conclusion the Gluecks had reached some
forty years earlier, but with a different emphasis. The same ‘family process
variables’ of supervision, attachment, and discipline re-emerged as the most
powerful statistical predictors of delinquency (Sampson and Laub, 1993: 96).
They also discovered the same structural disadvantages at work: weakened
bonds to family, school and work and the disruption of social relations
between individuals and institutions. Family relationships occur alongside
other structural disadvantages. In this way, they emphasise the importance of
a family-centred crime policy that avoids pathologising individuals and pur-
sues ameliorating structural disadvantages (Haines, 1999: 268–9). Echoing the
Gluecks conclusions, Sampson and Laub (1993: 3) ‘believe that crime policy
must be broader in scope and look to non-governmental institutions like fam-
ilies, schools, work settings, and neighbourhoods as the center piece of a crime
reduction policy’.

In their recent work, however, Laub and Sampson (2003) attempt to balance
structural disadvantage with human agency. They seek to distance their work
from structuralist approaches in sociological criminology arguing that poverty
and social class are ‘all that matter’; they want to understand how individuals
construct their own life course through the actions they take within the con-
straints of history and social circumstances. The structuralist view is incon-
sistent, Laub and Sampson contend, with what the subjects of longitudinal
research say about themselves. In what is probably the ‘longest longitudinal
study’ involving the same cohort, they interviewed 52 of the Glueck delin-
quents some five decades after the original project began. The men generally
did not explain their criminal pasts with reference to downturns in the econ-
omy, poor schools, uncaring parents, or discrimination based on class or gen-
der. Human agency emerged as an important theme in accounting for bad and
good turns in the life course. One man, Sampson and Laub (2005: 38) report,
when asked to reflect on why his life had turned out the way it did, put it this
way: ‘Not because of my mother and father. Because of me. I’m the one that
made it shitty’.

The Cycle of Violence

Longitudinal research has also contributed the ‘cycle of violence’ as an expla-
nation for crime. The cycle of violence suggests that today’s abused and
neglected children become tomorrow’s habitual and violent criminals. People
victimised in childhood grow up to victimise others in adulthood, frequently
their own children.

Widom and Maxfield (2001) compared arrest records of 908 abused/
neglected children processed through courts in an American city from 1967
to 1971 with 667 children with a similar social profile who were not abused/
neglected. They found that those children who were abused or neglected were
more likely to have been arrested as juveniles and adults, and that children
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who were physically abused (as opposed to neglected) were the most likely to
have been arrested for a violent crime. Children who were abused or neglected
also reported higher frequencies of mental health concerns (suicide attempts),
educational problems (low IQ, reading difficulties), occupational difficulties
(unemployment), and public health issues (prostitution, alcohol problems).
Swanston et al. (2003) had similar results in their study of sexually abused chil-
dren in Australia. They compared a sample of 38 children presented by Child
Protection Units for treatment at Sydney hospitals for injuries related to sexual
abuse with 68 children in similar life circumstances who had not been abused.
Based on information obtained from the individuals and parents nine years
after intake, they found a history of child sexual abuse to be associated with
aggressiveness and criminal behaviour.

The cycle of violence retains its popularity as an explanation for family-
induced criminality because it seems to be confirmed by the professional
knowledge of those working on the front line. Police officers, social workers,
and youth probation officers are familiar with the profile of the troubled indi-
vidual who hails from a troubled family. Violent offenders tend to report that
they were abused as children, also leading to the conclusion that children
who are physically abused tend to become lawbreakers later in life. It may be
that young people grow up to re-enact some version of the abuse they suf-
fered. In this view, violent offenders are modelling behaviour they learned as
children (Hill-Smith et al 2002). Others suggest a more psychological expla-
nation rooted in mental trauma or deficient information processing. Through
continuous exposure to violence, children grow up to misread social cues and
ascribe hostile intentions where no threat was intended (Herrenkohl et al.,
2003: 1190–1).

In Denmark, Christofferson and colleagues (2003) identified a cohort of
43,403 boys born in 1966. Using national criminal registers, they determined
that when the cohort was between 15 and 27 years of age, 1936 of them had
committed a violent offence. Comparing an extensive list of risk factors across
this population and the cohort in general, they found that violent men came
from families characterised by dissolution (parental break-up, placement out-
side the home), violence in the home and father’s criminality, mother’s alco-
hol abuse, and father’s lack of vocation. Without education and vocational
skills, the men could manage only remote chances of employment. This study
is notable not only for the numbers involved, but for the lack of attention to
the portion of young men in the cohort with disadvantaged family back-
grounds and without a history of violent crime.

It is important to understand that most abused and neglected children do
not grow up to be murderers and violent criminals. This has been referred to
as the ‘Robins paradox’: antisocial behaviour in children is one of the best pre-
dictors of antisocial behaviour in adults, yet most antisocial children do not
grow up to be antisocial adults (Robins, 1978). Looking backward, violent
criminals will almost always be drawn from the pool of high-risk children, but
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looking forward from the pool of high-risk children, it is difficult to forecast
who will become a criminal. The Robins paradox explains the popularity of
the cycle of violence as an explanation for crime among police officers and
social workers who will not have had the same contact with those persons
abused as children but who did not turn to crime. It also has important impli-
cations for family and youth policy.

Social Policy, Youth and Crime
The principal message of family-centred criminology is that what goes wrong
goes wrong early. In policy terms, this has meant early intervention and risk-
focused prevention.

Early Intervention

The argument for early intervention is premised on the belief that criminal
behaviour among adults is preceded by delinquent and antisocial behaviour in
childhood, and that such behaviour originates in adverse circumstances
during the first years of life. From this perspective, pruning young lives before
they grow crooked is the most sensible means of reducing crime. Developmental
prevention seeks to ‘prevent the development of criminal potential in individ-
uals’ by targeting those factors identified in research of human development
(Farrington, 2002: 657). And, in not only criminal justice, but also allied ser-
vices. ‘Early identification and intervention are the keys to reducing the per-
sonal costs to troubled children and their families as well as the financial costs
to our health and social services systems’ (Morrison, Macdonald, and LeBlanc,
2000: 477).

Many of the studies investigating family factors leading to criminal behav-
iour conclude with a call for early intervention. Preschool enrichment pro-
grammes coupled with family intervention have been found to have
impressive results in reducing crime. The most successful programmes target
at-risk children and begin interventions with children under four years of age.
They involve both children (cognitive and emotional development) and par-
ents (child care skills, discipline). Although successful programmes are small
scale, high quality and consequently, high cost, they are less expensive than
prisons (Donohue and Siegelman, 1998: 20). General parent education and
more formal parent training have also been found to be effective techniques.
Farrington and Welsh (2004), who reviewed 24 family-intervention pro-
grammes in Canada, the UK and the USA, suggest that most succeeded in
reducing delinquency and, in some cases, their financial benefits exceeded
costs.

But the wisdom of early intervention is not as simple or obvious as the early
interveners imply. Harriett Wilson’s (1980) study of parental supervision
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shows the importance of setting family intervention within a wider social
policy framework. She explored the effect of varying levels of ‘social handi-
cap’ across families in the West Midlands on delinquent behaviour of boys in
these families, drawing on school and police records. The laxness of parental
supervision did correspond with delinquency. But she went on to point out the
‘very close association of lax parenting methods with severe social handicap’
(Wilson, 1980: 233). Laxness resulted not from the attitude of parents, but
from chronic stress, prolonged unemployment, physical or mental disabilities,
and poverty in general. ‘It is the position of the most disadvantaged groups in
society, and not the individual, which needs improvement in the first place’
(Wilson, 1980: 234).

Enthusiasm for early intervention on empirical grounds does not eliminate
the ethical issues at stake. Targeting children with the potential to become
criminal has side effects that, however unintentional, can be as criminogenic
as some of the risk factors they are intended to eliminate. Early intervention
programmes nurture and protect, but also label and stigmatise. Definitions
such as ‘pre-delinquent’, ‘potential delinquent’, and ‘at risk of delinquency’
are extremely dangerous when applied to young children (Gatti, 1997: 115–16;
Haines, 1999: 265). The potential for adverse affects due to labelling is less for
universal than for targeted programmes. Universal programmes extend to all
children in the country, whether or not risk factors are evident, and targeted
programmes are aimed at specific populations. Even in the context of welfare
provision and family support, terms such as ‘at-risk populations’ can become
a means of marginalising the populations they are meant to include.

To the extent that poor parenting contributes to delinquency, training for
parents with poor parenting skills will arguably bring about a reduction in
delinquency and crime, but there are reservations over efforts to institution-
alise the scheme, particularly the element of compulsion. Concern about prob-
lem families in the 1950s led to establishment of ‘recuperative centres’.
Located in rural areas removed from towns and cities where families resided,
these centres aimed to teach housewifery and childcare. These programmes
extended treatment to women in austere conditions, further strained family
relationships, and stigmatised families in the communities to which they
returned. Bowlby recognised the serious infringement of personal liberty and
potential for abuse involved, but reluctantly agreed that until less obtrusive
measures could be found, such centres might be the best solution (Starkey,
2000: 548–9).

Current government policy to turn around family dynamics – parenting
orders – involves similar concerns about compulsion (Henricson, Coleman,
and Roker, 2000). Arthur (2005) argues that parental responsibility laws
enacted as part of the Crime and Disorder Act (1998) and Anti-Social
Behaviour Act (2003) ‘oversimplify the complex linkage between parenting
and delinquency in a reductionist effort to blame parents for their children’s
wrongs’. This legislation introduced the parenting order enabling the court to
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require the parent of every convicted young offender to attend parenting
programmes. The parenting order effectively requires a parent to attend coun-
selling or guidance sessions once a week for a period of up to twelve weeks.
Going about parent training in this way misses the point that many delin-
quents are from deprived families; government should assist families in guid-
ing and nurturing the child through provision of resources and support
services. Arthur (2005: 241) asks: ‘How much better if parents attended these
courses voluntarily, before the crisis?’

Finally, the logic of early intervention suggests that intervention is crucial,
and, in the interest of minimising danger and saving money, the earlier the
better. But pre-emptive measures directed at at-risk children can be too early.
The conclusions from two studies in the USA suggest that legalising abortion
has led to noticeable crime reduction. Using somewhat different methodolo-
gies, Donohue and Levitt (2001) and Berk et al. (2003) determined that the
US Supreme Court’s decision in 1973 to legalise abortion contributed to a
significant drop in the violent crime rate during the 1990s. This finding can be
attributed to a demographic effect, ‘cohort reduction’, meaning that fewer
individuals came into their crime-prone years than would have otherwise. The
‘more interesting’ interpretation, as Donohue and Levitt (2001) put it, has it
that extending the choice to delay or avoid pregnancy resulted in fewer chil-
dren born into ‘at-risk’ circumstances. This sort of language suggests a eugeni-
cist family policy of encouraging abortion as a means of reducing the cohort
of at-risk children. To British ears, it is reminiscent of Keith Joseph’s infamous
Edgbaston speech in 1974 in which he warned of ‘a high and rising portion of
children being born to mothers least fitted to bring children into the world’
(quoted in Welshman, 2005: 318).

Risk-Focused Prevention

In his presidential address to the American Society of Criminology in 1999,
David Farrington (2000) outlined a model linking research knowledge and poli-
cymaking that has become a significant guide to delinquency prevention. He
proposed the risk factor paradigm as the basis for the globalisation of crimino-
logical knowledge. In this model, an international network of researchers would
catalogue factors responsible for crime and guide the design of policies to alle-
viate them. Risk factors could be identified, he said, through a wide-scale pro-
gramme of cross-national longitudinal research as well as evaluation research
incorporating experimental methods and cost–benefit analyses (Farrington,
1999: 2000). The conceptualisation of risk has had a major impact on youth
policy as it has on social policy generally. ‘Risk … is replacing need as the core
principle of social policy formation and welfare delivery’ (Kemshall, 2002: 1).

The risk factor paradigm borrows its conceptualisation of risk from public
health. The public health strategy for combating illnesses such as cancer and
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heart disease seeks to identify the risk factors (cigarette smoking, high-fat diet,
sedentary lifestyle) within the population and reduce them with public health
programmes (campaigns urging people to stop smoking, eat more fruits and
vegetables, and take regular exercise). The delinquency prevention version of
this strategy seeks to identify risk factors associated with youth crime and to
mitigate them with programmes and policies (Farrington, 2000: 4). These
programmes are organised along the lines of public health as well, using the
language of primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention. ‘Primary prevention’
seeks to prevent the outbreak of a disease by cleaning up an environment in
which it is likely to occur. ‘Secondary prevention’ seeks to reduce the
vulnerability of individuals thought to be particularly ‘at risk’ to contracting
the disease. ‘Tertiary prevention’ intervenes after the onset of the illness to
minimise the extent and duration (Welsh, 2005).

The focus of risk-focused delinquency prevention has been secondary pre-
vention. Intervention models such as Communities that Care (CtC) seek to
match ‘at risk’ youths with bespoke prevention programming. This model
originated in the USA with the work of David Hawkins and Richard Catalano
in the 1980s. It calls on communities to assess their delinquency problem,
specify risk factors, inventory resources for protection, and dispense them to
those in need (Hawkins, 1999). CtC achieved national prominence after
appearing in the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention’s
Comprehensive Strategy (1993). This strategy, developed for mitigation of ‘seri-
ous, violent and chronic juvenile offenders’, outlined six risk factors: delin-
quent peer groups, poor school performance, high-crime neighbourhoods,
weak family attachments, lack of consistent discipline, and physical or sexual
abuse (OJJDP, 1993). In the UK, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation funded a
prevention model based on CtC. This expanded by the year 2000 to include
three demonstration projects and 30 locally based programmes in England,
Wales, Scotland and Ireland (France and Crow, 2005).

The risk factor approach has tremendous appeal as a guide to policy given
the ancient wisdom of an ounce of prevention being equal to a pound of cure.
Risk-focused prevention proposes to interrupt the formation of youth crime in
its early stages before habits form that are associated with a criminal career.
The youth justice system essentially concerns itself with bringing about
change after the fact while the prevention focus seeks to intervene before
delinquent behaviour becomes a fact. Public officials, and the criminologists
who advise them, point out that delinquency prevention is the most cost-
effective response to crime. The commitment to ‘riskfactorology’ does, never-
theless, raise significant dilemmas (France, 2006).

Is it truly possible to identify a set of characteristics and circumstances that
lead to criminality? Despite the appeal of the ‘new science of prevention’, the
risk factor model offers much less certainty as a guide to policy than we would
wish. There is a difference between significance in a statistical sense and in a
theoretical sense. Shoplifting may represent the start of a criminal career or
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the culmination of a delinquent career. The expertise for identifying those
children with conduct problems likely to lead to serious criminal behaviour as
distinct from children who are merely being naughty simply does not exist
(Armstrong, 2006: 270). Relying on risk factors as a guide to intervention leads
to over-prediction and harmful consequences. There is also a conceptual prob-
lem in the modelling of pathways. As Hine, France and Armstrong (2006) sug-
gest, being ‘in’ or ‘out’ of a pathway leading to crime is a false dichotomy. The
110 ‘at risk’ youths they interviewed in England reported spending much of
their everyday lives in pro-social pursuits with only occasional forays into
criminal activity. The young people referenced a frequent avoidance of crimi-
nal opportunities presented to them. Categorising youth according to types of
pathways invites concerns of stigmatising and self-fulfilling prophecy.

The reification of risk factors has brought about a significant realignment of
priorities away from universal provision of social policy and toward targeted
youth justice. Thinking about the aetiology of delinquency as a result of earlier
life experiences leads toward conceptualising risk at the personal rather than
community or social level. The advent of risk-focused prevention has led to a
rationing of youth services consistent with ‘birfurcation’, the desire to distin-
guish persistent and serious offenders from occasional and mundane law-
breaking (Bradford and Morgan, 2005: 284). Policymakers ostensibly concerned
with youth crime have embraced a one-sided understanding of the model.
While the research points to the role of protective factors, and as such is more
appropriately labelled ‘risk and protection-focused prevention’, government
ministers have themselves focused on risk (France and Utting, 2005: 80). Little
effort has gone into conceptualising and promoting protective factors.

Government authorities have read developmental pathways and risk-factor
research as a call for tracking and surveillance. In 2004, Hazel Blears, the UK
Minister of State for Crime Reduction, Policing and Community Safety, said
that the children of criminal offenders should be tracked from an early age to
keep them from reverting to a life of crime as their parents did. ‘We need to
track the children who are most at risk’, she said; ‘We can predict the risk fac-
tors that will lead a child into offending behaviour’ (quoted in Armstrong,
2006: 265). The desire for precise delinquency prediction has encouraged a
technological solution in the form of risk assessment instruments. The Youth
Justice Board uses a risk assessment device called Asset to catalogue informa-
tion about risk factors contributing to criminal behaviour in young people.
What could be read as a framework for expanding social policy has been read
as a rationale for efficiency in criminal policy.

The most serious dilemma has to do with what Armstrong (2006) calls the
‘cultural politics of risk’, the overlap of risk factors with suspect communities.
Not only is ‘at risk’ an ambiguous and patronising expression, it has become one
of the most ubiquitous social markers of ‘otherness’. ‘Race’, gender, and class
become risk factors in themselves as groups become targeted as a matter of
ethnic and gender identities. In France, for instance, an equivalent term is
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les juenes des quartiers difficles, or ‘youth from difficult areas’. Although this
term avoids specific reference to ethnic identity, the journalists and politicians
who use it know it will be understood as referring to youths of North African
heritage living in the suburbs of French cities.

Ajzenstadt (2005) offers an example of this from reactions to juvenile delin-
quency in Israel. During the 1950s and 1960s, media reporters, politicians and
members of social work and medical professions aroused public concern about
increasing levels of crime among Israeli youth. This occurred in the context of
immigration. Following the founding of the State of Israel in 1948, the flow
of immigration meant that about 90 per cent of Jewish residents were of
Ashkenazi or European backgrounds and the remaining 10 per cent were
‘Oriental’ Jews from Asia and North Africa. What Ajzenstadt shows is how the
professionals and the politicians tended to see the criminal behaviour of
Ashkenazi youth as a natural, temporary phase of adolescence. As an ordinary
and understandable part of growing up, this behaviour presented no special
problem. But they tended to see the same behaviour among Oriental youth as
a serious threat to the well-being and future development of the country. For
these young people, delinquency signified deeper problems concerning rejec-
tion of essential Israeli values and the inability to assimilate into Israeli society.

Conclusion
The logic of contingent delinquency has led to interest in the relationship
between families and crime. Researchers in this field have had some success
in engaging the interest of policymakers, although family-centred crime policy
remains ambiguous and contradictory. The emerging concerns with early
intervention and risk-focused prevention, while enjoying support of first-rate
criminological research, raise political, social, and moral dilemmas that should
not be overlooked.

Questions for Discussion

1. ‘Crime can be reduced by addressing the needs of families.’ Does this state-
ment reflect the concerns of the Conservatives, Labour, or the Liberal
Democrats?

2. Which theory makes the most sense as a guide to policymaking in the area of
families: developmental criminology, structural disadvantage, control, or the
cycle of violence?

3. Can early intervention ever be too early? Should abortion be encouraged as a
means of crime prevention?

4. Is there a meaningful difference between policies aimed at addressing ‘at risk’
communities or populations and those directed at ‘at risk’ individuals?
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SUMMARY

• Strategies to r educe urban crime, such as zer o tolerance policing, may worsen
problems of homelessness, mental illness, and poor health

• Mass imprisonment has br ought about a considerable social welfar e dilemma
that has yet to be fully r ealised

• The resettlement needs of for mer prisoners include employment, housing, health
ser vices, and family concer ns

• Persons r eleased fr om prison, and persons r eleased fr om local authority car e,
face similar challenges in over coming mar ginalisation

Government strategies for tackling crime affect not only safety but social
welfare as well. Measures undertaken as a means of fighting crime have reper-
cussions for social policy in their wake. These side-effects might be called – to
borrow a concept from economics – externalities. In economic theory, an exter-
nality refers to a cost arising from an economic activity that affects somebody
other than the people engaged in the economic activity.

The idea here is that efforts to deal with crime spill over from issues of pub-
lic safety into issues of social welfare. In Chapter 4, we explored unintended
effects of social policy on crime: how housing policy affects the distribution of
crime in cities. This chapter looks at the relationship the other way around. At
issue here are the impacts on social policy of measures taken to reduce crime.
Whether or not more policing and more prisons have decreased crime, they
have brought about identifiable and substantial repercussions for social welfare.

This chapter explores the repercussions for social welfare of two crime reduc-
tion strategies: zero tolerance policing and mass imprisonment. The first half of
the chapter deals with marginalised populations. During the 1990s, zero toler-
ance policing became a visible strategy for responding to marginalised popula-
tions according to the ‘broken windows’ theory of crime. The second half of the
chapter explores the impact of mass imprisonment, and particularly the issues
of resettlement on the part of offenders on release from prison.
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Police, the Mar ginalised, and Crime
The sight of the most visible forms of marginalisation – begging and rough
sleeping – in London during the 1980s prompted a series of responses in the
1990s. It was also during the 1990s that police were encouraged to ‘do some-
thing’ according to the theory that visible marginalisation was connected to
violent crime.

Visible Marginalisation and Crime

Marginalisation from mainstream society can be understood along several
dimensions; persons become marginalised politically, economically, and socially.
Marginalisation becomes extreme when exclusions from the labour market and
social networks overlap and reinforce each other to produce populations with-
out some place to be and something to do. Such populations become visible in
cities where the sight of begging, rough sleeping, and street drinking prompts a
response from government (Juska, Johnstone and Pozzuto, 2004).

The relationship between extreme or visible marginalisation and crime has been
theorised in more than one way. Criminologists have stressed that homeless per-
sons are more likely to be the victims of crime rather than perpetrators (Barak and
Bohm, 1989). Persons sleeping rough are victims of crimes against the person,
often repeatedly; the level of victimisation exceeds that of the British population
generally. Ballintyne’s (1999) study of 120 rough-sleepers in Glasgow, Swansea
and London revealed that 78 per cent had been victims of crime on at least one
occasion during their most recent period of sleeping rough, and about the same
portion say they fear further victimisation. Homeless persons do have a high level
of contact with police, but this results in significant part from a lifestyle under
public scrutiny rather their constituting a particular danger or threat to security.

Criminologists have also explored the ways in which extreme marginalisa-
tion induces persons to engage in criminal activity. McCarthy and Hagan
(1991) point to homelessness as a situational factor affording greater likelihood
for participation in crime. They collected information from interviews with
‘street youth’ in Toronto and Vancouver. While young persons admitted to
criminal involvement before beginning life on the street, they reported greater
criminal involvement after leaving home than before. A significantly greater
number of adolescents chose to use hallucinogens and cocaine, steal, and
engage in the sex trade once they became homeless. Crime became a recourse
for those with a period of homelessness extending to a year or more. Similarly,
Gaetz and O’Grady (2002), who studied street youth in Toronto as well, found
that the overwhelming majority of street youth (nearly 90 per cent in their sur-
vey) desire paid employment, but few obtain it as a primary source of income
(15 per cent). Crime, begging, squeegeeing,1 and the sex trade are alternatives,
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generally to be avoided. Engaging in the sex trade, while a relatively high-
income generating source is ‘incredibly degrading’ and has costly side-effects,
including alcohol and drug abuse (Gaetz and O’Grady, 2002: 447).

Kennedy and Fitzpatrick (2001: 2008) emphasise begging as an alternative to
crime. Many of the people they interviewed who had been living on the streets
in Glasgow and Edinburgh chose begging over criminal means of making money
because it was a lawful and ‘honest’ activity. Begging represents an attempt to
stay out of trouble. Fitzpatrick and Jones (2005: 401) emphasise the links between
begging, homelessness and drug misuse. They report that many homeless per-
sons developed drug or alcohol habits early in life as a means of coping with trau-
matic experiences (leading to their homelessness), and engage in begging to feed
an alcohol or heroin habit. They make the case that efforts to reduce income from
begging, in the absence of support for tackling addiction, make it likely that those
engaging in begging would turn to other means of fund-raising to feed their addic-
tions, including prostitution and crime. Measures to eliminate street begging
would be counter-productive in crime prevention terms and would be more
destructive for those persons reduced to begging.

The criminological argument to have generated the most attention in recent
years does not concern marginalised persons in the role of victims or crimi-
nals, but the contention that the visibility of marginalisation leads other people
to commit crime. In ‘Broken Windows’ Wilson and Kelling (1982) argued that
the sight of persons sleeping in doorways essentially signals that no one cares
about ‘what goes on here’, inviting other forms of illegal activity. Social and
physical disorder in city neighbourhoods can, if unchecked, lead to serious
crime. Minor infractions and incivilities such as public intoxication, spray-
painting graffiti, and buildings in disrepair can escalate into predatory crime
because prospective criminals infer from these signs that residents are indif-
ferent to what happens in their neighbourhoods. Signs of disorder trigger attri-
butions in outsiders as well, influencing the calculus of prospective
homebuyers, estate agents, and small-business owners and investors.

Essentially, Wilson and Kelling brought the idea of informal social control
within a community into a new framework. They proposed that ‘community
policing’ could be an important part of a city’s attempts to regulate the behav-
iour of its members. Incivilities are not trivial; they intimidate residents. Fear
of crime leads to a reluctance on the part of citizens to participate in public
life, which leads in turn to surrendering common spaces to lawbreakers.

Zero Tolerance Policing

When in the 1990s, William J. Bratton, Commissioner of Police in New York
City, claimed that his application of the broken windows theory had trans-
formed the city from one of the most crime-ridden to one of the safer big cities
in North America, the debate was on (Kelling and Bratton, 1998). Bratton
(1997: 34) described New York as ‘a city that had stopped caring for itself’. He
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made a number of changes to the way the NYPD went about serving the
public, not least of which was a campaign against ‘quality of life’ crimes. Police
began enforcing city ordinances aimed at reducing graffiti, littering, and public
drinking. They used misdemeanour arrests to incapacitate those suspected of
more serious crimes and persistent stop-and-search activities to reduce the
number of handguns in circulation. The American experience coincided with
comparable experiments in Australian, British and German cities.

In 1997, Bratton came to London to explain his New York success in ‘a press
conference disguised as a colloquium’ (Berd and Helms, 2003: 1848). He trum-
peted New York’s falling crime rates: within three years, homicide declined
by 51 per cent, violent crime fell by 38 per cent, and crime overall declined
37 per cent. Some criminologists have questioned the ‘New York miracle’.
Bowling (1999) is among those who argue that crime would likely have
decreased anyway. While stop-and-search activities did reduce the lethality of
drug and gang confrontations and decrease the number of homicides, rates of
homicide were on the way down even before Bratton became commissioner.
This was due to the decline of the crack cocaine epidemic. The crack form of
cocaine generated significant violence, due to the intensity of its psychotropic
effect and the extreme competition generated by its low price. The crime rate
dropped with the decline of the ‘crack wars’ and the deaths of a generation of
young men.

Other sceptics have argued the merits of a long-term social policy strategy
against the short-term reductions gained by police crackdowns. Proactive
policing strategies may succeed in bringing reported crimes down during a
period of years, but deflect attention and resources from long-range efforts at
working within communities and with other government agencies, such as
health, education, and planning.

Sampson and Raudenbush (2001) have made this argument in reference to
their research in Chicago neighbourhoods. The broken windows thesis con-
tends that disorder causes crime. They insist that crime and disorder are both
symptomatic of larger characteristics of the communities at issue: concen-
trated poverty. Crime and disorder share common roots in the structural char-
acteristics of neighbourhoods, including neighbourhood cohesion and
informal social control. Visible signs of disorder are relevant, as they influence
migration, investment, and overall viability of a neighbourhood. Disorder can
also trigger a cascade, motivating residents to move out and undermining res-
idential stability, and thereby increasing the concentration of poverty of those
left behind. Since residential instability and concentrated poverty erode col-
lective efficacy, disorder leads to further disorder and crime. But relying on
the police to deal with social welfare, Sampson and Radenbush insist, rather
misses the point.

Kelling (2001) responds by declaring the debate to be more about word
puzzles than policy differences. The description of ‘broken windows’ or ‘com-
munity policing’ he described became ‘zero tolerance policing’ in crossing the
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Atlantic. He never used the term ‘zero tolerance policing’ and believes that it
is contrary to his and Wilson’s ideas.2 Community policing had been under-
stood in the 1980s as ‘soft policing’, providing services and seeking commu-
nity approval, rather than aggressive or mean-spirited law enforcement. The
reforms suggested by the critics of zero tolerance policing – multi-agency
approaches, intermediary agencies such as ‘park keepers’, improved design of
public spaces, extension of housing provision – are consistent with, if not sug-
gested by, he and Wilson as advocates of broken-windows policing.

Police and Social W elfare
The intellectual dispute over zero tolerance policing raises a significant ques-
tion about police and social welfare. Encouraging police to do something about
street drinking, begging, and rough sleeping may reduce the level of fear and
anxiety about crime within the middle classes. But what are the impacts of
this policing activity on marginalised populations themselves?

Policing for fear-reduction can deepen the problems to be overcome by
visibly marginalised persons in the city. Some measure of homelessness is
invisible owing to the efforts of homeless persons to remain inconspicuous.
Homeless people, as Wardhaugh (1996) explains, engage in a high degree of
‘self-regulation’. They prefer to avoid contact, and possible conflict over use of
space, with other passers-by. Based on her study in Manchester, she explains
how street people move in and out of prime public spaces as inconspicuously
as possible. They avoid Piccadilly Gardens during ‘respectable’ daylight hours
and venture to the soup kitchen in late evening, after shoppers, tourists, and
office workers have gone home. The criminalisation of homelessness has
adverse effects on these populations. Von Mahs (2005: 945) determined from
interviews with 28 homeless persons in Berlin that criminalisation of home-
lessness had adverse effects. Aggressive policing disrupts the ability of home-
less persons to obtain a daily living. Essentially, it thwarts efforts to
accumulate the social capital needed to exit the streets, contributing to longer
periods of homelessness.

Police crackdowns on drug markets bring about collateral damage to public
health. Maher and Dixon (1999) argue, based on three years of ethnographic
investigation into Australia’s heroin markets, that the threat of aggressive
policing creates an environment within the milieu of intravenous drug users
leading them to damage their own health and others. Drug users respond to
police intervention by seeking secretive, injecting episodes involving multiple
persons using the same injection equipment. Users who seek to avoid
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detection, and consume drugs before they are confiscated, are more reckless
and frenzied in their drug-taking, coinciding with greater risk of needle sticks,
blood spills and person-to-person blood contact. Police crackdowns bring in
their wake increased rates of overdose and blood-borne virus transmission.
The researchers call attention to the damage done by Sydney’s effort to imple-
ment New-York-style policing (Dixon and Maher, 2005).

The police are typically the first, and sometimes the only, governmental
point of contact for mentally ill persons. A study of 131 police officers in
Sydney revealed that more than 10 per cent of police time is expended in deal-
ing with persons with mental health conditions (Fry, Riordan and Geanellos,
2002: 277). The opportunity provided by police contact for putting mentally ill
persons in contact with health and social services is not taken as often as it
might be (James, 2000). Police often lack sufficient training to recognise symp-
toms of mental illness and may mistake mental illness as indications of alco-
hol or drug misuse, particularly where the mentally ill person had been
consuming such commodities prior to arrest. Police officers may also be more
likely to regard belligerence or refusal to accept treatment on the part of men-
tally ill persons as a threat to their safety and respond with methods of
restraint or immobilisation that while appropriate for the majority of suspects
serve to aggravate mental conditions (James, 2000; Lamb, Weinberger and
Gross, 2004).

While there are, in principle, sufficient resources available at police stations
in the UK for diversion of mentally ill persons, there is evidence that the sys-
tem does not work as designed. The Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984)
provides for a police surgeon, or the forensic medical examiner (FME), to
examine persons taken into police custody who appear to be suffering from a
mental condition. But mentally ill persons are being returned to the commu-
nity without the opportunity for psychiatric or social intervention being taken
(James, 2000). Adverse impacts on mentally ill persons who come into police
contact also accrue from role conflict between law enforcement and mental
health practitioners. Neither the police, nor the mental health establishment,
regard police officers as an agency within the mental health system. Police
officers do not see mental health conditions as a police matter and may dis-
miss their interactions as a diversion of time and resources. It is unlikely that
police officers will take on the role of advocating for mentally ill persons, par-
ticularly where there is a perception of unreasonable or uncooperative
responses from social welfare agencies contacted. Police are well aware of
criminal justice as the system that ‘can’t say no’ and may be resigned to pro-
cessing persons suspected of mental conditions for misdemeanour offences as
a means of last resort (Lamb, Weinberger and Gross, 2004: 112).

Young (1991) reflects on his experience as a police sergeant to explain how
traditional responses to domestic violence fail to resolve underlying social
problems. He describes the ‘traditional practice’ for dealing with ‘domestics’
in Newcastle upon Tyne during the 1950s and 1960s. The practice involved
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transporting the male side of a domestic quarrel to a distant part of the city,
or better yet across the river into the Gateshead Borough area, and then aban-
doning him to walk home and sober up. The practice continues and is more
widespread. Von Mahs (2005: 945) describes ‘deportations’ on the part of
police in Berlin. A deportation consists of taking homeless persons to remote
areas outside the city where they are left to their own devices. He points out
that such actions are taken with the idea that they are a positive alternative to
arrest and its damaging consequences. But for persons who are intoxicated or
mentally ill, such actions can be life-threatening.

Mass Imprisonment
David Garland (2001) has called attention to ‘mass imprisonment’, the profound
build-up of prisons within the USA. For most of the twentieth century, the incar-
ceration rate fluctuated around a stable average of 110 persons per 100,000 pop-
ulation. But in 1973, the proportion of Americans in prison began to increase
and it has increased every year since then. By 2001, it had reached 450 per
100,000, a level unprecedented in American history. ‘We do not currently
know’, Garland (2001a: 6) says, ‘what “mass imprisonment” will mean for the
society in which it develops, or for the groups who are most directly effected’.
The build-up of the prison population portends a wide-scale and massive prob-
lem of social welfare as unprecedented numbers of prisoners return to their
communities on release. The number of prisoners released in America each year
is about 600,000, an average of 1600 per day (Petersilia, 2003: 3).

From Garland’s (2001a) perspective, the policymakers responsible for the
prison build-up are sleepwalking into a social welfare dilemma of disastrous pro-
portion. Americans did not decide to get into the mass imprisonment situation,
in the same way they pursued Roosevelt’s New Deal and Reaganomics for
instance. It emerged instead as an unforeseen (but foreseeable) outcome of a
series of decisions, including determinate sentencing, the war on drugs, and
tough-on-crime politics. Resettlement has been understood as an individual
issue, and not for the problem it truly is: its social impact on communities and
neighbourhoods. The alienation of whole elements of the population, normali-
sation of the prison experience, and migration of prison attitudes and problems
to communities have emerged as unintended effects. These effects will be most
profoundly felt among African Americans in city-centre neighbourhoods.

What this means for the UK has been a point of contention among those
engaged in the sociology of punishment. Some insist that the USA is excep-
tional in its enthusiasm for imprisonment and this enthusiasm originates in a
source other than the politics of crime control. For Wacquant (2001a), mass
imprisonment has less to do with crime control than ‘race’ control. The large
portion of African Americans reveals the true purpose of the prison; it is an
extension of the historic strategy of oppression that began with the enslavement
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of Africans in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and continued with
ghettoisation into forgotten corners of cities in the twentieth. The prison has
replaced the ghetto as a place of confinement for African Americans; the
ghetto functions as a ‘social prison’ and the prison operates as a ‘judicial
ghetto’. Imprisonment serves to warehouse the Black working class, significant
portions of which are unemployed due to skills deficits, workplace discrimi-
nation, competition from immigrants, and due to their refusal to submit to the
indignity of ‘slave jobs’ (work without adequate pay and benefits).

Others, including Garland, point to larger economic forces, political pres-
sures, and cultural sensibilities responsible for increased use of imprisonment
in the Western, post-industrial world. There are obvious differences in scale
and intensity of imprisonment, making the USA exceptional in this sense.
Compared to the average for European nations, the American imprisonment
rate is some six times higher. That said, the UK and the USA follow compara-
ble historical trajectories and can be understood in similar structural terms
(Garland, 2005). The UK has one of the highest rates of incarceration in
Western Europe with 109 persons in prison for every 100,000. In 2005, there
were more than 75,000 people in prison in England and Wales, double the
number of 42,000 in 1991. There appears to be an Americanisation taking
place, not only in the UK, but other nations as well, including New Zealand
(Pratt and Clark, 2005) and Germany (Suling, 2003).

‘Populist punitiveness’, a term coined by Bottoms (1995), has become a cen-
tral theme in the standard account of Britain’s flirtation with the American
approach to prisons. It has become a shorthand expression for explaining mass
imprisonment as a consequence of the politics of fear. Self-serving politicians,
catering to the anxieties of the public and fed by media exaggerations of crime,
commit themselves to more and longer prison terms as a matter of remaining
in office and extending their domain. In the 1970s, Thatcher’s Conservative
Party had moulded crime into an election-winning political issue, and the
Labour Party, borrowing a page from President Bill Clinton’s New Democrat
Party, decided that it would take crime seriously as well in order to win the
next election. From that point forward, the major political parties in Britain
have attempted to out-bid each other’s proposals, leading to more prisons.

Matthews (2005) expresses some scepticism about this account. The notion
of punitiveness suggests a disproportionate use of sanctions, an excessive
overuse of imprisonment. He suggests that the sanctions that have emerged in
recent years which are taken as evidence of this overuse are in fact largely
symbolic, political rhetoric that never really led to changes in sentencing prac-
tices. Despite all the tough-on-crime speechmaking during the Thatcher years,
the number of people sent to prison in 1990 was less than it was in 1980
(Matthews, 2005: 190). Mrs Thatcher realised that prison was ‘an expensive
way of making bad people worse’. At the same time, the number of non-
punitive elements of punishment policy have increased, reflecting the different
directions that populist movements can take. However ‘new’ Blair’s Labour
government may be, a growing number of official reports in recent years have
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emphasised that while prison is necessary for some lawbreakers, it serves to
compound a history of social exclusion. To represent the Blair government as
a continuation of the Conservative government fails to appreciate the diversity
and ambiguity of government policy (Matthews, 2005: 190).

The point is, if the current trend toward increased incarceration continues
in the UK, there will be an increasingly large ex-offender population. This has
implications for the administration of social welfare as former prisoners expe-
rience difficulties in finding their way once released.

Resettlement of For mer Prisoners
The criminal justice bureaucracy is organised to process people entering the
system. While a great deal of thinking has gone into the legal procedures and
resources required for processing those entering the system, far less goes into
the processing of those exiting the system. What policies and practices exist
for those released from prison tend to be piecemeal and uncoordinated. The
responsibility for providing opportunities for successful reintegration is the
core responsibility of no criminal justice agency in particular and the partial
responsibility of many. Each year, those released from prison must become
reintegrated into society, securing employment, finding housing, accessing
healthcare. In 2002, the Social Exclusion Unit released Reducing Re-Offending
by Ex-Prisoners, motivated by concern about recidivism, or the failure of pris-
oners who return to crime after release (Social Exclusion Unit, 2002). As the
report makes clear, whether former prisoners resume their roles as parents,
workers, taxpayers and citizens, or return to crime and drug use, largely comes
down to the effectiveness of social policies.

Employment

The single most important factor in whether a released prisoner succeeds in
society or returns to prison is employment, and education as it is related to
employment (Nilsson, 2003). Overcoming this barrier is extremely difficult as
most prisoners have never experienced steady or satisfactory employment;
nearly three-quarters were unemployed prior to imprisonment. Nearly all left
school at 16 years of age or younger and significant numbers regularly tru-
anted or were excluded from school. Half of men in prison, and three-quarters
of women, have no qualifications (Social Exclusion Unit, 2002: 19–20).

For many, the prospect of looking for a job begins with overcoming attitudes
and expectations affected by past experiences with the labour market. Many
will have entered prison with an irregular history of employment resulting in
part from little education success. Gill (1997) interviewed 47 prisoners serving
the last six months of their sentence within one of nine prisons. Very few had
ever had a continuous job or a job they considered fulfilling. They viewed
the prospect of a job generating interest and sufficient income as a good
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incentive for giving up offending. They expressed concerns about low wages
and concerns about how to approach employers; they tended to see past
refusals as a consequence of the employer’s prejudice rather than their lack of
qualifications or skills.

Research from America suggests the largest numbers of ex-prisoners reside
in a limited number of small geographic areas. Lynch and Sabol (2001) found
that of all those imprisoned in the State of Ohio, some 20 per cent had come
from a single county, and most of these from the same area within the city of
Cleveland. In other words, a large portion of returning prisoners return to the
same neighbourhoods of city centres, neighbourhoods that offer limited
possibilities for stable employment because they are relatively removed from
geographical centres of job growth.

Cooke (2004) describes the impact of this situation for 17 formally incarcer-
ated African-American men in Seattle. The men told her that spending time in
prison had decreased the range of employment options. Even those with good
educational credentials, in one case a baccalaureate degree, found themselves
working in minimum wage situations far below their experience or skill level.
Stories of ongoing unemployment were often connected to homelessness.
Most of the men Cooke interviewed were homeless or living in temporary
housing with family or friends. Without a permanent address, finding and
keeping a job became difficult. Imprisonment also complicated the job search.
Ex-offenders do not disclose their past convictions, even when the law requires
them to do so. This exposes employers and other employees to unknown risks.
Several told stories about finding work, only to be sacked once the background
check had been completed.

More could be done to improve educational and vocational training pro-
grammes within prisons. Such programmes represent a key platform for suc-
cess after release. A study of 200 prisoners in the north-west of England found
that prison courses were the only experience in post-compulsory education
one-third of them ever had (Burns, 1998: 177). However, vocational and work-
training experiences in prison may not be enough to counteract the disadvan-
tages prisoners face in the labour market. Success in finding a job after release
is likely to be related to experience and skills acquired prior to imprisonment
(Burns, 1998: 179). Cooke (2004: 158) found that those who had the most
success after release were self-employed. This suggests that encouraging pris-
oners to consider starting their own businesses and seeking to develop entre-
preneurial skills might be a means of overcoming some of the barriers
encountered in searching for a job.

Also, Gill (1997) points out that while some emphasis has been placed on
the difficulties former prisoners encounter in finding employment, not much
has been done on the reasons why employers should hire them. Part of the
policy response to post-prison employment should involve finding ways to
overcome whatever barriers employers have, or believe they have, in hiring
ex-offenders.
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Housing

Next to finding a job, securing a permanent residence can be one of the most
challenging aspects of resettlement. ‘Housing’, it has been said, ‘is the linchpin
that holds the reintegration process together’ (quoted in Petersilia, 2003: 121).
Something like a third of prisoners do not anticipate ‘returning home’ on release
from prison because they did not reside in permanent accommodation prior to
imprisonment. Another third lose their housing on imprisonment, owing to fail-
ure to communicate with landlords, and housing benefit rules that allow pris-
oners to retain their accommodation only for a limited period of time (Social
Exclusion Unit, 2002: 95). Often, strained family relationships contribute to
homelessness. Several of the men Cooke (2004) interviewed reported histories of
violence with their partners, and were unable to return to their former homes.
Many men said that after their imprisonment, their girlfriends had left home to
reside with family members or found new romantic partners.

For many former prisoners, social housing is the most obvious option.
Private landlords, reluctant to let to an individual without a work history and
with a criminal record, often pass over applications from ex-prisoners, leaving
few options other than social housing. Nevertheless, the availability of hous-
ing provided by local authority or housing association varies considerably by
region and ex-prisoners can find it difficult to establish the ‘local connection’
necessary for allocation. Private landlords may be unwilling to accept housing
benefit claimants given processing delays and are more than likely to require
a deposit and a month’s rent in advance, which is more than most ex-prisoners
can afford. Further, some housing providers have exercised the power pro-
vided by the Housing Act (1996) to exclude those convicted of a criminal
offence. The law appears to be moving, however, in the direction of being
excluded from housing based on current behaviour, rather than a past crimi-
nal offence. The Homelessness Act (2002) ended blanket bans on certain
groups, including those convicted of a criminal offence (Social Exclusion Unit,
2002: 98–9).

The exclusion of ex-prisoners from social housing derives from the debate
about housing priorities. In the USA, prisoners returning to their families in
subsidised public housing complexes are likely to find that they are no longer
welcome. Federal laws passed with a mind to protect public housing residents
from criminal victimisation by neighbours require public housing agencies to
deny housing to persons with certain criminal convictions. Under the US
Department of Housing and Urban Development’s policy, public housing
authorities may evict all members of a household for the criminal activities
committed by one member, even when this member has head of household
status. One possible solution to meeting the housing needs of ex-prisoners and
protecting the integrity of public housing communities may be amending the
tax code to provide incentives to private landlords for letting to ex-prisoners
(Petersilia, 2003: 121–3).
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Healthcare

In the aggregate, prisoners have greater problems of mental and physical
health than British people generally. About three-quarters suffer from two or
more mental disorders, and more than half engage in drug use or hazardous
drinking prior to imprisonment. Although physical health problems are not as
pronounced, long-standing illness or disability affects about half of men,
which compares to about a third of men in the general population (Social
Exclusion Unit, 2002: 20–1). There are anecdotal reports suggesting the preva-
lence of chronic diseases among prisoners. Asthma, diabetes, seizure disor-
ders, and hypertension may be more common among prisoners than the
population in general.

The prevalence of mental health conditions among prisoners reflects an
intentional, and quite possibly mistaken, contraction of the mental health sys-
tem. The de-institutionalisation of the mentally ill in the USA has come to be
seen as the largest failed social experiment of the twentieth century (with the
possible exception of prohibition). America’s prisons and jails have replaced
mental asylums as the primary provider of institutional care for the mentally
ill. The nation’s largest mental health facilities are found in the gaols of Los
Angeles, New York, Chicago, and other cities (Freudenberg, 2001: 217, 220).
Birmingham (1999) argues that the closure of psychiatric hospitals together
with under-funded community care centres had brought about a similar prob-
lem in the UK. Mental health services, particularly those in cities, cannot cope
with the demand. He cites a study published by the Office for National
Statistics revealing that 7 per cent of sentenced males and 10 per cent of male
remand prisoners suffer functional psychotic disorders. Generalised to the
prison population on the whole, these percentages would mean more than
4500 men with serious psychotic disorders in prison (Birmingham, 1999: 379).

From a public health standpoint, prisons tend to concentrate persons with
health conditions. This situation has some benefits; it offers an opportunity for
screening and preventive medicine, and for some prisoners a prison stay might
improve access to health care. At the same time, it represents a challenge. The
return of prisoners to neighbourhoods essentially shifts healthcare from prison
health services to community health services. Community health services,
particularly in areas of treatment for drug users, have been criticised as dis-
organised and under-resourced.

What becomes of drug misusers on release from prison? Mitchell and
McCarthy (2001) interviewed 27 men and women in two London prisons
anticipating release who were identified as drug users and re-interviewed nine
of them after release. While a third had passed through the detoxification ser-
vice, this information was not retained in the prisoner’s file nor utilised in
resettlement planning. In effect, resources expended for treatment while in
prison were lost on release. Although most of those interviewed anticipated
seeking help after release from voluntary and statutory services (health, social
services, housing), they were infrequently put into contact with these services
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outside and community services did not prioritise ex-prisoners. Supported
housing appeared crucial to their success; lack of adequate housing was
a problem for those who deteriorated or relapsed (Mitchell and McCarthy,
2001: 211).

Family Issues

It is easy to forget that persons who are in prison are missing from somewhere
else. A significant portion of those in prison are parents, with children who
look to them for support. In one survey of remand prisoners in three London
prisons, about half said they had children less than 18 years of age and nearly
two-thirds had lived with their children prior to imprisonment. Women were
more likely to report they had children – 64 per cent compared to 43 per cent
of men (Caddle and White, 1994: 4).

At the very least, the imprisonment of parents places a severe economic and
emotional strain on what may already be a fragile family situation. Prisoners
are less likely than the general population to be in stable relationships and
more likely to have experienced family dissolution. About 81 per cent of pris-
oners are unmarried compared to 39 per cent of the general population (Social
Exclusion Unit, 2002: 18). Many of those on whom others rely for nurture and
support are themselves in need of support. The financial, educational, medical
and mental health profiles of prisoners means that those who would be
parents on release from prison have substantial economic and psychological
needs.

A troubling ramification of parents in prison is the risk of passing on crim-
inal behaviour to children. Murray and Farrington (2005) investigated whether
imprisonment of parents might lead to anti-social behaviour and crime in chil-
dren and contribute to the intergenerational transmission of crime. They com-
pared boys in the Cambridge study (there were 23) who had been separated
from a parent (mostly fathers) during their first ten years of life owing to
imprisonment with those who had not been separated and whose parents had
not been imprisoned; 70 per cent of these were identified as having anti-social
personality disorders compared to 19 per cent of boys whose parents had not
been imprisoned. They surmise that parental imprisonment increases the risk
of anti-social outcomes for children because of separation, stigma, loss of
family income, poor parenting, and modelling of parents’ behaviour.

Aside from the possibility of crime, there are difficult issues related to broken
family ties, not least of which concerns child support. A considerable portion of
men imprisoned in America begin their term of incarceration with unpaid
balances of child support. Automated matches of prison and child support data-
bases in Massachusetts and Colorado for 2001 found that between 22 and 28 per
cent of inmates under supervision were involved with the child support system.
Incarceration does not end child support obligations, meaning that, once
released, fathers begin life on the outside without a job and already in debt. In
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Massachusetts, men had accrued an average debt of $5250 during their prison
stay, and in Colorado, an average of $6402 (Griswold and Pearson, 2005: 359).

Under US law, former prisoners, like all non-custodial parents, face aggres-
sive enforcement action for failure to pay child support. Employers are legally
required to report new hires within 20 days, and the information is matched
locally and nationally to identify child support obligations. Parents may have
up to 65 per cent of take-home pay automatically garnished; arrears balances
are routinely reported as delinquent on credit reports; they may have their
licences revoked, both professional and driver’s licences (Griswold and
Pearson, 2005: 360). These policies may create a burden perceived as too great
to bear, discouraging men from pursuing meaningful employment and driving
them away from their families. Griswold and Pearson conclude that pressur-
ing ex-prisoners to pay child support without changing their employment and
earnings picture had little success; employment is the key to child support
payment during release.

For women in prison, separation from children invokes considerable stress.
The majority of women in prison are mothers – some 66 per cent according to
a study of 567 women released from fourteen HM prisons and four HM Young
Offender Institutions (Hamlyn and Lewis, 2000: x). Unlike fathers in prison,
who may be able to count on a spouse or girlfriend to parent children in their
absence, women suffer more anxiety about the type of care their children are
receiving. Less than one quarter of those with children report that they are can
depend on fathers to care for their children while they are in prison. Dodge
and Pogrebin (2001) found that of the 300 women they interviewed, who had
been released from state prison in the USA, most reported ‘extreme difficul-
ties’ in regaining custody of their children. On release, the women must prove
to child welfare workers that they have become responsible adults and nego-
tiate the legal process involved in child welfare proceedings.

The Impact of Local Authority Car e
It is a significant but under-theorised fact that those released from local
authority care experience many of the same problems of resettlement as those
released from prison. The numbers are not comparable. There are about 136
prisons in England and Wales, holding more than 71,000 people on any given
day, and about 90,000 prisoners are released every year (Social Exclusion Unit,
2002: 23). There are, in contrast, about 50,000 youngsters who are ‘looked
after’ by local authorities and some 8000 exit the system each year (Mendes
and Moslehuddin, 2004: 333).

But while the magnitude of the problem differs, the profile of care leavers
is eerily familiar. A survey of 2905 young people who had left local authority
care across England and Wales revealed that a mere 11 per cent had secured
full-time employment; about 52 per cent were unemployed, and 28 per cent
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were pursuing further education or training (Broad, 1999: 86–7). People who
have been looked after possess much lower educational qualifications than
their peers who have never been in care; they are likely to be unemployed,
and when they find jobs are more likely to be in lower-level jobs (Cheung and
Heath, 1994). There is a high correlation between local authority care and
homelessness. The British Department of Health estimated in 2001 that 40 per
cent of homeless young people in London and other large cities were gradu-
ates of local authority care. Care-leavers are more likely to suffer poor mental
and physical health. A follow-up survey of care-leavers in Surrey found that
the majority had long-term illnesses and one in six had a chronic mental dis-
order (Mendes and Moslehuddin, 2004: 333–4).

A similar portrait emerges from American studies where about 20,000 per-
sons each year exit the child welfare system. They face serious problems,
including lack of employment, minimal educational achievement, homeless-
ness, and unmet medical needs. A 1990 study of 55 former foster care youths
in the San Francisco Bay area revealed that between one year and 10 years
after exiting the system, 38 per cent had not completed high school, 25 per
cent were unemployed, 35 per cent were homeless or had moved frequently,
and 13 per cent had been hospitalised for an emotional problem. A 1991 study
of 810 former foster care youths in eight states reported that 2.5 to 4 years
after leaving care, 46 per cent had not completed high school, 51 per cent were
unemployed, 62 per cent had not held a job for at least one year, and 25 per
cent had been homeless for at least one night (Fagnoni, 1999).

There is also a correlation between being raised by a local authority and
being sent to prison. Carlen (1987) estimates that as many as half of the pop-
ulation in British young offender institutions had previously been in local
authority care. She explored this connection in interviews with 39 convicted
women, 22 of whom said they would never have become involved in criminal
careers had it not been for their experience in the child welfare system. The
care experience represents a significant source of criminalisation, particularly
for women, as it sets up material, ideological, and psychological barriers for
living on their own. Mendes and Moslehuddin (2004: 334) found that 38 per
cent of young prisoners and 23 per cent of adult prisoners had experienced
local authority care as children. For too many people, the entry into criminal
justice followed an exit from the child welfare system.

At the very least, the failure of care-leavers to become integrated suggests
that clearing up the spill-over into social welfare from criminal justice may be
more problematic than government pronouncements about joined-up strate-
gies suggest. It is difficult to see how better coordination of two failed systems
leads to one successful system. From a larger perspective, it would seem that
there is something about the brush with government control that disables
rather then empowers. Whether the ostensible purpose of this control is care
or custody, the people who graduate from it are scarcely better off than they
were before, and too many are worse off.
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Conclusion
Government strategies for dealing with crime include costs in the area of
social welfare that are often overlooked. Some practices, such as zero tolerance
policing and mass imprisonment, have enjoyed considerable political and pop-
ular support. But the full costs, which include charges to the social policy bud-
get, have not been fully realised. Improvements will need to be made in
employment, housing, health and family programmes. The externalities of
crime policies need to be appreciated as a social problem, particularly in the
sense of the resources required, but understood at the level of the individuals
who experience the deficiencies in available services.

Questions for Discussion

1. How does the concept of an externality differ from that of unintended effect?

2. To what extent can zero tolerance policing represent a solution to the problem
of crime in cities?

3. Should former prisoners be entitled to social housing? Should they be made to
pay child support arrears?

4. Why do people graduating from local authority care experience many of the
same resettlement problems as those released from prison?
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SUMMARY

• The politics of crime pr evention has led to the use of social policy as a criminal
sanction

• There is a tr end in Nor th America and Eur ope towar d gr eater r eliance on crime
policy (over social policy) in r esponding to crime

• When practised in criminal justice settings, social work tends to emphasise con-
trol over car e

• Since the ‘discover y’ of child abuse, child welfar e has tended to prioritise child
protection over family ser vices

There are good reasons, as we have seen in previous chapters, for believing that
social policy leads to reductions in crime. But making crime reduction a goal of
social policy does present some unavoidable questions. Crawford (1998: 121)
asks: Where does, or should, one end and the other begin? Is it appropriate to
justify social policy by reference to its (potential) crime prevention qualities?

Crawford is speaking here about social crime prevention, but the questions
he identifies have significance for the relationship between criminology and
social policy generally. The trouble is that when the goal of crime reduction is
stirred into the rationale for social policy, it tends to become the sole or most
important justification. ‘Criminalisation of social policy’ refers to the situation
in which social welfare issues become redefined as crime problems. When
goals of providing affordable homes, improving health, and providing incomes
through employment become secondary to crime reduction in social policy,
criminalisation of social policy has occurred.

This chapter explores several dimensions of this process. The first half deals
with the relationship between crime and social welfare within a larger politi-
cal background. It explores the politics surrounding social crime prevention
and the use of social policy as a criminal sanction. It also explores the trend
within welfare states – the UK, North America and Western Europe – for
increasing reliance on crime policy. The second half of the chapter focuses on
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the personal social services. The personal social services occupy a unique
place, both in relation to social policy and criminal justice, which has allowed
for some confusion about the primary purpose. The area of child welfare
provides a stark example of what can happen when doing good becomes
secondary to catching evil-doers.

The Politics of Crime Pr evention
The politics of crime prevention can lead to a confusing blend of goals. Efforts
to implement social crime prevention have been undermined by traditional
crime policy and the link between crime and social conditions has led to the
use of social policy as a criminal sanction.

Social Crime Prevention

Social crime prevention has become a major plank in national crime preven-
tion strategies pursued in Europe and elsewhere. Beginning with Sweden in
1974, the governments of European nations have created national crime pre-
vention councils and provided funds for social development programmes.
Social crime prevention proposes that the most effective way to prevent crime
is to invest in social development programmes that strengthen individuals,
families and communities. Social crime prevention programmes seek to
address the factors associated with delinquency, including violence in the
home, poverty, inadequate housing, school failure, and unemployment
(Canadian Crime Prevention Council, 1996: 3).

There is, as Gilling (1994) puts it, a certain ‘definitional elasticity’ to social
crime prevention. This informational and conceptual ambiguity opens the
door to multiple and contradictory political interests, and at the end of the day,
makes it vulnerable to co-optation by conventional crime control agendas.
This can be seen in community safety models that attempt to coordinate social
programmes with criminal justice methods. As envisioned in the Morgan
Report of 1991, ‘community safety’ represented a response that differed from
crime policies in its attention to social welfare concerns. But as implemented
by the Labour government after 1997, the community safety strategy came to
encompass a mixed bag of local partnerships, zero-tolerance policing, and
open street CCTV. It failed to influence crime control in the direction of wel-
farism, he concludes, because it was implemented within a political frame-
work of neo-liberalism (Gilling, 2001).

Sutton and Cherney (2003) found this loss of focus to have occurred in an
Australian crime prevention project. The State of Victoria implemented its
Good Neighbour Programme in 1988 that sought to blend crime prevention
and social policy objectives along the lines of the French Bonnemaison model.
This initiative led to several related schemes during the 1990s, including Safer
Communities and Safer Communities and Shires. Community safety not only
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included crime prevention, but public health issues such as injury prevention
and anti-smoking initiatives. The community safety model led to the develop-
ment of positive working relationships between state and local agencies, and
had success in building crime prevention and public health considerations into
the activities of business and government. But, at the same time, the focus on
community safety meant the goals of the programme were far from clear:
zero-tolerance police initiatives occurred under the same umbrella as social
crime prevention.

Dixon (2006) provides an example from South Africa. In his review of crime
prevention in South Africa from the end of apartheid in 1992, he found that
what began with a commitment to economic growth and social development
became subordinated to security concerns and the need for an immediate
response to crime. Crime became the social problem and tackling it an essen-
tial pre-condition for development. Dixon concludes that safety and security
comprise legitimate goals for social policy; preventing crime, like providing
health care, family support, or income support is ‘doing’ social policy. But the
harms associated with criminal victimisation should not be given automatic
priority over other harms because they are itemised within criminal law
(Dixon, 2006: 185–6). He refers to the criminalisation of social policy as an
instance of ‘cosmetic crime prevention’:

To see and respond to deep-rooted social problems only when, where and to
the extent that they manifest themselves as crime problems is … to treat the
symptoms as worse than the disease, and then to offer only the most cos-
metic crime prevention remedies. (Dixon, 2004: 176)

Social Policy as a Criminal Sanction

Linking crime reduction with social policy is meant to operate in one direc-
tion, that is, the extension of social welfare benefits to pre-empt criminal
behaviour. Graham and Bennett (1995) insist that crime prevention should not
be seen as a justification for the provision of welfare as this would lead to the
provision of social benefits only to the extent that they led to a reduction in
crime. Programmes in areas of housing, education, and employment found to
be ineffective as a means of crime reduction would be discontinued according
to this logic even if they succeeded in providing better housing, extending edu-
cational opportunity, and so on. In their view, the relationship should only be
seen the other way around. The withdrawal of social benefits from those
accustomed to them could result in elevated levels of crime as people could be
forced into criminal behaviour as a means of subsistence. Even when a par-
ticular benefits programme fails to achieve the desired result as a matter of
social policy, it should still be continued because of its potential for crime
reduction. Policymakers should regard crime reduction as the sole or leading
justification for social policy only when contemplating a withdrawal of social
benefits (Graham and Bennett, 1995: 12).
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But crime prevention is arguably a political business and engaging the political
process means that the direction can be reversed. During the Blair years,
crime has been seen as the basis for which social benefits may be denied rather
than extended. Frank Field MP, the Labour government’s first Minister for
Welfare Reform, championed the idea of leveraging welfare benefits as a
means of kerbing incivility and crime. He has developed the logic, implicit in
criminal justice legislation such as the Crime and Disorder Act (1998) and
Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act (1999), that provision of welfare ser-
vices should be conditional on adhering to minimum standards of civility. The
Conservatives have taken up aspects of this argument, insisting that local
authorities should have the power to withhold housing benefit from people for
persistent anti-social behaviour, and Blair has made ‘respect’ and tackling ‘yob
culture’ the central theme of his third term (Rodger, 2006).

McKeever (2004) questions the attempt to leverage social benefits as a means
of promoting proper behaviour. She writes about the use of social security as a
criminal sanction. The Child Support, Pensions and Social Security Act of 2000
provided that social security benefits can be withheld from convicted offenders
who breach the terms of their community sentences. This measure was intended
to deter those on community sanction (as well as suitably punish) those who
breach and emphasise the conditionality of benefits. McKeever argues that with-
drawal of benefits achieves short-term gains at the expense of creating long-term
problems. The withdrawal of benefits clearly poses problems for offenders that
contribute to the cycle of re-offending, creating a bigger problem for both crimi-
nal justice and social security policies than the one it solves.

Rodger (2006) argues that while social policy has an important role to play
in tackling incivility and criminality, the aims of social policy are significantly
different from those of criminal justice. Social policy cannot change along the
lines suggested by Field and remain social policy. The criminal justice system
should concentrate on matters concerning violation of criminal law, and social
welfare should centre on elevating social capital. Hope (2001) sees the other
side of the coin. He argues for the successful application of social policy to
crime prevention. Defending the idea behind community safety, he insists that
such strategies are necessary to counteract the view that crime-specific
approaches are sufficient. Crime policy alone cannot resolve the ‘root causes’
of crime.

Crime Policy in W elfare States
Comparing the crime policy situation of the 2000s with that of the 1970s, there
appears to have been a marked change in governments’ approach to crime.
This trend might be described as ‘the punitive turn’, a turning away from
social policy and toward crime policy (Pratt et al., 2005). It has occurred in the
UK and the USA, and in France, the Netherlands, and the Nordic countries,
although possibly for different reasons.
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Crime Policy in the UK and USA

Britain appears to be following a course in its response to crime drawn by map-
makers in America. Garland (2001b) describes the ‘culture of control’ that
emerged during the final three decades of the twentieth century. He situates
crime policy in a ‘broad social field’ that includes not only criminal justice insti-
tutions, but policies and practices concerned with social welfare. The decline of
rehabilitation as a goal of criminal justice does not reflect a shift away from wel-
farism as an ideal so much as a reorganisation of control within the capitalist
welfare state. Each system, social welfare and criminal justice, continues to rein-
force and engage the other, though along different lines than before. Welfare
policies are co-joined, coordinated, and mutually reinforcing with punishment.
In Garland’s (2005: 173) words: ‘Penal policy – like welfare policy – is a set of
laws, practices and representations designed by high-status social groups for the
management of control of low-status groups who are regarded as problematic’.

Wacquant (2001b) sees the punitive turn in crime policy as symptomatic of
the welfare state. Borrowing a metaphor from Pierre Bourdieu, the welfare
state has a single body with two hands, the ‘left hand’ representing education,
public health, social security, and housing, and the ‘right hand’ being the
police, courts, and prisons. To understand their movements, even why they
appear to differ, we need to understand the mind that controls them both
(Wacquant, 2001b: 402). He points to a worldwide diffusion of ‘made-in-the-
USA’ ideologies coincident with neo-liberalism and free market economics. He
insists, however, that what has occurred in Europe does not merely replicate
the American model: the right hand has superseded the left hand in the USA
and has supplemented the left hand in Western Europe. In France, the govern-
ment has simultaneously increased social and criminal intervention. It has
expanded work contracts for unemployed youth and health coverage while
dispatching riot police to ‘sensitive neighbourhoods’, substituted judges for
social workers as decision-makers for run-away youth, instituting anti-begging
ordinances in cities, deported foreigners sentenced to prison, and enhanced
legal procedures for tackling urban violence. And the French government,
unlike the American government, has opted to institutionalise this stance
through police and courts rather than prisons (Wacquant, 2001b: 407).

Beckett and Western (2001) agree, at least in principle, with the proposition
that the welfare state is interested in regulating and normalising behaviour and
relies on mechanisms of care and control to achieve this. But, they see the puni-
tive turn as a feature of the type of welfare state. A welfare state can be char-
acterised as ‘inclusive’ or ‘exclusive’ depending on its response to social
marginality. Inclusive regimes understand crime as a result of social conditions;
they offer generous welfare benefits and curative anti-crime policies. Beckett
and Western found evidence of this in a comparison of state spending; states
with less generous welfare programmes feature higher incarceration rates and
those states with more generous programmes imprison a smaller portion of their
residents. Or, in their words, ‘governments that provide more generous welfare
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benefits have lower incarceration rates’ (Beckett and Western, 2001: 44–5). They
do not see these developments so much as a blend of care and control attribut-
able to changes in political economy as the result of a political process resulting
in the preference for control over care. The idea here is that social marginality
creates the need for government intervention and government can respond by
either locking people up or extending welfare benefits.

Comparing the UK with the USA leads to worthwhile insights into the ethos of
crime control in Britain. But it is important not to conceive of the punitive turn
as an Anglo–American project. What is happening in Britain and America is also
happening, albeit to a lesser extent, in the leading welfare states of Europe.

Crime Policy in Europe

For years the welfare states of Western Europe have been held up as models of a
rational and humane response to crime. The Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark,
and other countries have been seen as proof that social policy makes the best
crime policy. European welfare states have sustained low levels of crime by gov-
ernment commitment to spending on social benefits rather than prisons.

Downes (1982, 1988) showcased the Dutch example of decarceration in the
Netherlands after the Second World War, a time of rising crime rates when
prison populations in England and Wales increased. In Europe, the Netherlands
took the lead in reducing prison populations and the incarceration rate fell
from 100 prisoners per 100,000 just after the Second World War to approxi-
mately 20 in 1975. This was a feature, Downes explained, of a Dutch culture
of tolerance that he defined as ‘a long tradition of relative leniency towards,
and acceptance of, deviants, minority groups, and religious dissent, and which
a respectable hearing to such views which elsewhere would be dismissed as
extreme or eccentric’ (Downes, 1988: 69).

The past few years have seen changes in this scenario. The model welfare
states have displayed a disturbing enthusiasm for conventional crime policies of
policing and imprisoning. In the Netherlands, Pakes (2005) reports, use of
imprisonment has increased dramatically. The rate of imprisonment reached a
low point in the 1970s at about 25 imprisoned per 100,000; by 2005 that rate
was about 85 per 100,000 (Pakes, 2005: 146). The police and prosecution service
has been expanded and continues to grow. Pakes argues that while tolerance
continues to inform policy areas such as euthanasia and prostitution, it no
longer informs matters of criminal policy generally. Changes in criminal policy
reflect the influence of international concern with drugs and organised crime
and the racialisation of crime, specifically concern about crime among immi-
grants from Morroco. Before he was assassinated in May 2002, populist politi-
cal leader Pim Fortuyn had struck a chord with some portion of the Dutch
population by calling the Muslim culture of recent immigrants as backward and
anti-Dutch. He placed asylum-seekers, overrepresentation of Moroccans in
criminal justice, and lack of integration of Muslims on the political agenda.
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Estrada (2004), who examined the situation in Sweden, offers a complementary
understanding. Crime, he argues, is a problem placed on the political agenda
by conservatives when social democratic governments are in power. The
emergence of youth crime as a political issue between 1970 and 1999 cannot
be explained by actual trends in youth crime in these years. Rather, the con-
servatives became the first to exploit the problem of ‘rising crime’ and in so
doing, moved the conservative position from the margins to the centre of
Swedish political discourse about crime. At first the Liberals, and then the
Social Democrats, adapted their position in response.

Other commentators on the European situation suggest that this political
account is incomplete, if not inaccurate. Tham (2001) argues how the ‘Swedish
model’ used to mean full employment policy secured by government inter-
vention into the economy, but it has come to refer to drug policy aimed at
securing a ‘drug-free society’. Sweden’s anti-drug policies do not reflect a surge
in crime, but neither do they represent the capture of government by rightist
political parties. The change appears to derive from a genuine commitment on
the part of the left. The Social Democratic Party in the 1990s favoured increas-
ing punitiveness and control. When the Minister of Justice announced in 1994
that there was no difference between the Social Democrats and the non-socialist
parties on the matter of crime control, he seemed to be signalling that the
interest was not a temporary change but a permanent change.

Balvig (2004) describes the existential origins of the renaissance of punishment
in Denmark. Beginning in 2002, Danish crime policy began to change with the
perception that the prison system was ‘all sold out’. In 2003, for the first time in
several decades, the majority in parliament decided to expand prison capacity by
adding cells and committed to building a new prison in 2008. Further, plans were
made to increase the size of the police service (Balvig, 2004: 169). Balvig explains
this with reference to the ‘second existential revolution’, the way ordinary people
relate to themselves and their surroundings. The first revolution, the foundation
of the welfare state, expressed a belief in reducing crime by means of tackling
poverty, lack of housing and so on. The second revolution sees crime in a free
world and risk of crime against the need for protection. It derives in part from a
crisis in the welfare state. The basic assumption (of the first revolution) that wel-
fare would result in less crime was not confirmed: in Denmark registered crime
was higher at the end of the twentieth century than it was at the end of the Second
World War. This realisation led to reflection on the causes and background of
crime: ‘How can we explain crime, if it is not caused by poverty, bad living con-
ditions, lack of education etc?’ (Balvig, 2004: 182).

Saarinen (2003) adds support for Balvig’s thesis from a curious source: sales
of crime fiction. In Sweden, the best-selling novels during the past ten years
or so have been detective fiction.1 Henning Mankell’s stories featuring the
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Swedish police detective Wallander have proved astonishingly popular.
Mankell has sold more than 15 million books world-wide. Saarinen thinks the
popularity of such literary fare reflects Scandinavians’ anxieties about ‘the
surplus of evil’ in welfare states, the inability of social policy to bring an end
to intentional victimisation. The stories speak to worries politicians do not
voice, chiefly the presence of criminal motivation in a society where every-
body has nice clothing, healthy food, and a comfortable home.

Care, Contr ol and Social W ork
The area of social policy experiencing the most frequent attempts to link it
with crime policy is the personal social services. This reflects the particular
characteristics of social services as a medium of social policy as well as the
historic overlap of social services with criminal justice.

The Logic of Social Services

The personal social services seek to assist populations with acute needs,
including older people, physically and mentally disabled, children and dys-
functional families. This area of government intervention was not included in
the founding vision of the welfare state. While social work has since been inte-
grated into welfare state provision (during the 1960s), it differs from other
social policy areas in several respects.

Like other areas of social policy, social services espouses universalistic princi-
ples. Social work philosophy invokes principles of social justice and love of
humanity as its guiding ethos. In reality, the clients or users of social services
come from a particular social category – the poor. And, unlike other social
policy areas, the demand for social services does not arise from the potential
recipients themselves, at least not in any straightforward sense. The pressures
that lead to calls for social work come from anxieties of politicians and the pub-
lic about child abuse or disturbances caused by aggressive, mentally ill persons
(Hill, 2000: 178). The majority of clients do not contact social service agencies
willingly but are sent by courts or other welfare agencies. Miller (1998) notes the
extent to which the routine record-keeping of staff in social work settings antic-
ipates escalation of staff–client disagreements into formal disputes. A significant
aspect of the ‘protection’ function carried out by social workers is to protect
themselves from legal, political, and professional challenges.

Kemshall and associates (1997) argue that risk has emerged as the central
organising principle across the personal social services as well as the proba-
tion service. Risk assessment, risk management, and the monitoring of risk
have become the mantra of managers and practitioners in social service set-
tings. Rather than seeking to meet needs and working to achieve fairer
distribution of goods, modern society concerns itself with the distribution of
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hazards, dangers, and risks. Kemshall and associates argue that this modern
formulation relates to the loss of faith in clinical and scientific knowledge as
the basis for social services. Social services delivery has been reorganised to
reflect three dimensions of risk: the desire for more accurate prediction
of risk, the allocation of blame for failure to anticipate risk, and pursuit of
multi-agency decision-making or openness of decision-making as a means of
deflecting blame.

Svensson (2003) describes the practice of social work as the exercise of ‘car-
ing power’. Caring power is exercised in the spirit of doing what is best for a
person in need or distress. The helper defines what is best and promises help
provided the person follows the helper’s advice. In this way, the helper dic-
tates the conditions and the person seeking help must acquiesce. ‘This caring
power carries both help and control in the same actions’, Svensson (2003: 85)
says, ‘and is the main characteristic of social work in all times and places’. In
this way, she argues that the absence of resistance or outright conflict between
social workers and their clients does not indicate a relationship without power.
Since caring power is exercised with kindness, it requires amenable clients.
When clients express agreement, power can be exercised in a way that avoids
exposing its exercise. Social workers will always strive for maintaining the
appearance of agreement, in order to avoid revealing the structure of caring
power on which social work techniques are based.

Joined-up Services

In the UK, the argument for joined-up services sees the benefits of overlap-
ping social work and criminal justice objectives. The argument for a multi-
agency team approach to youth crime reflects this idea of police, social
services, probation, education, and health services working within a single
and coherent legal framework. The Crime and Disorder Act (1998) sought to
change the operation of youth courts and the way in which the police, proba-
tion service, and child welfare organisations dealt with young lawbreakers.
The act created youth offending teams (YOTs) under the supervision of the
Youth Justice Board of England and Wales. Comprised of staff seconded from
police, probation service, social service, and health organisations, these multi-
agency panels are meant to respond to the criticism that the youth court
focused on the bureaucratic processing of cases and did not do enough to
divert youth away from criminal activities. The Youth Justice and Criminal
Evidence Act (1999) introduced a method of referring young people convicted
for the first time to Youth Offenders Panels (YOPs), established by YOTs. The
panels conduct inquiries into the causes of anti-social behaviour within refer-
rals, and draw up contracts with young lawbreakers and their parents, suited
to the particulars of the situation (Burnett and Appleton, 2004).

The merging of social welfare and criminal justice within a single institu-
tional framework involves conflicting ideologies. Blagg and others (1988)
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observed some years ago that achieving multi-agency cooperation in crime
reduction schemes is difficult. Inter-agency relationships display inequities of
power among the agencies to be enjoined, and failure to think this through can
result in dominance of the ‘police view’. Further, where multi-agency cooper-
ation is taken as a strategy for crime prevention it should be clear what con-
tribution agencies, other than the police, should be able to make. There is a
tendency to focus on achievable goals, such as short-term crime reduction,
rather than larger goals around expanding economic opportunities, improving
housing, and promoting education.

King (1991) argues that the ideology of social welfare draws on knowledge
without clear historical provenance. Are the statements social workers make
about what is good and bad for children derived from common sense, medicine,
science, politics, or religion? The statements the police make in this area are more
likely to derive from law, a self-referential system built up over centuries, with
its own aims and inherent logic. Social welfare practitioners have in recent years
turned to science and the testing of empirical evidence by social-science tech-
niques as a means of building up a base of ‘child welfare science’. The problem
for child welfare science is that it must operate in a legal arena, and social work
statements derived from social science about what is best for a child will be sub-
servient to legal requirements. ‘Hybrid institutions’, such as institutionalised
social worker/police partnerships, are likely to be colonised by legal institutions.
In putting themselves in joint enterprises with police, social workers risk losing
their identity and finding themselves reconstituted as legal actors (King, 1991).

Penna (2005) discusses the social meaning of information-sharing among agen-
cies under the Children Act (2004). Ostensibly, use of information retrieval and
tracking systems is a beneficial, if not indispensable, part of inter-agency work-
ing. Computer technologies are utilised for benevolent case management and
represent a major step forward in liberating children from abuse, deprivation
and insecurity. Such systems also become the basis for social surveillance and
social regulation. Welfare projects, Penna argues, are embedded in political pro-
jects, projects that are concerned with managing what is politically defined as
‘desirable social development’. Welfare policies represent technologies of gover-
nance, used to normalise visions of the good society.

Forensic Social Work

Forensic social work refers to field of practice in social work broadly defined
as that related to legal issues and litigation, both civil and criminal. This field
is emerging in Australia, and re-emerging in the UK and USA, where it is
already well-defined (Green, Thorpe and Traupmann, 2005: 142).

Roberts and Brownell (1999) review the history of social work in criminal jus-
tice, demonstrating how social workers have engaged in forensic social work
since the early 1900s. They define ‘forensic social work’ as ‘policies, practices
and social work roles with juvenile and adult offenders and victims of crime’
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(Roberts and Brownell, 1999: 143). Drawing on American examples, they
describe how social workers led the movement for separate youth courts, begin-
ning at Chicago in 1899, and during the 1920s established women’s bureaus
within municipal police departments. Social work involvement with wayward
youth continued along with public concern about delinquency and expanded
during the 1960s along with the federalisation of delinquency prevention efforts.
Victims’ rights legislation during the 1980s led to social workers being employed
in programmes providing services to victims of crime, including victims of
domestic violence, sexual assault and other violent crime. Roberts and Brownell
insist that social workers should have a role within criminal justice settings in
advocating for the social service needs of crime victims and offenders.

Historically, criminal justice has tended to have a bigger impact on social
work than the other way around. The history of the probation service yields a
prime example. The Probation Service began as a social work practice in the
1880s; the first probation officers, known originally as ‘police court mission-
aries’, were dispatched by private charity organisations. In 1938, they came
into the direct employ of the Home Office and during the next few decades
created a professional identity for themselves that differed from social work.
New duties under the Criminal Justice Act (1972) further estranged probation
officers from their social work genealogy. Probation officers became responsi-
ble for carrying out community service orders, which formally aligned proba-
tion officers with the day-to-day working of criminal courts rather than social
service agencies. By 2000, the transformation into a ‘punishing service’
(Goodman, 2003) was complete: a policy document defined the National
Probation Service for England and Wales as ‘a law enforcement agency deliv-
ering community punishments …’ (Home Office, 2000).

The Disciplinar y State and Child W elfare
Child welfare comprises a central aspect of social services involving families.
The ‘discovery’ of child abuse transformed the relationship between social
workers and families. It has led to the neglect of children in favour of a focus
on targeting abusers for legal action.

The Disciplinary State

While members of the social work, education, and medical professions explain
their motives with reference to benevolent concern for the least powerful
members of families – women and children – the overall effect is discipline.
Or so Donzelot (1980) and the architects of the social discipline perspective
have argued. As they see it, the social services represent a disciplining mech-
anism intended to provide a more continuous and effective form of authority.
A system of disciplinary technologies across the fields of health, education,
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and raising children became the most important feature of public policy in
modern society. These technologies find their raison d’être in policing, under-
stood not in the limited sense of criminal law enforcement, but in all methods
for developing the strength of the nation. ‘The aim of policing’, Donzelot
(1980: 7) explains, quoting an eighteenth-century source, ‘is to make every-
thing that composes the state serve to strengthen and increase its power, and
likewise to serve the public welfare’. He notes how the emergence of ‘chil-
dren’s rights’ led, paradoxically, to a tightening of the state’s control over
private relationships. When the child came to be seen as a small citizen, the
preservation of children became the basis on which the state advanced its
control over poor families.

Social policy scholars working within the broad outlines of the social disci-
pline paradigm regard the modern child welfare system as an extension of the
disciplinary state. Jones and Novak (1999) contend that the care extended by
social service authorities in Britain involves a substantial amount of control.
To obtain assistance, clients must reveal details of personal, emotional, and
financial life to a stranger, who expects ‘cooperation’ – changes in attitudes,
behaviours, and values – in return for the assistance. Cash seldom changes
hands. The assistance is more likely to be friendly, personal advice, backed by
extensive power to remove children from family. ‘The price of social work
“help” is all too often state supervision’ (Jones and Novak, 1999: 84).

Ericsson (2000) describes how Norwegian child welfare since the Second
World War has liberated the less powerful, children and women, from patri-
archal rule within the family and enclosed the family within the social regu-
lation enforced by the state. She cites Anders Bratholm, a well-known child
advocate during the 1970s, who argued that social workers’ supervision of
families within homes should be ‘just as natural’ as the control exercised by
factory inspectors regarding health and safety in workplaces. Critics of the
social discipline perspective suggest that such accounts render family policy
much more coherent, even conspiratorial, than it actually is. There are political
conflicts surrounding child welfare policy and these conflicts are reproduced
in the administration of social services to families.

At a minimum, the contribution of the social discipline perspective is to
point out that there are reasons, other than benevolence, for provision of
benefits. Ginsburg (1992: 10) points out that nation states turn to social policy
in efforts to engineer national solidarity. While the political language of welfare
programmes appeals to human rights and universal values, the programmes
themselves contribute to nationalism. The National Health Service, he observes,
evokes a sense of British national pride. Or, to take an extreme example, Hitler
saw family policy as a means of securing mass loyalty. National Socialist eco-
nomic policy kept wages down but pursued a family policy including a child
benefits scheme and family concession within income tax reform. To ensure der
innere Sieg, ‘the inner victory’, Hitler felt it necessary to bolster ideological
propaganda with tangible aid to families (Voegeli, 2003: 142).
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The ‘Discovery’ of Child Abuse

The ‘discovery’ of child abuse transformed child welfare. In Britain, political
and popular concern with child abuse, beginning in the 1960s, led to a redef-
inition of social services away from support, consistent with social policy
objectives, and toward protection, consistent with crime policy.

Child abuse reporting became a priority for social welfare agencies in 1972.
In May of that year, a Study Group on Child Abuse convened at Tunbridge
Wells, financed in part by the DHSS. Sir Keith Joseph, Secretary of State for
Social Services in the Health Administration, and others from the DHSS
attended. Several days after the conference, the death of Maria Colwell made
newspaper headlines. Not only did newspaper editors give extensive coverage
to the story, but they also took an active role in campaigning for policy. The
Sunday Times printed a series entitled ‘The Battered Baby Scandal’ featuring a
picture of Maria Colwell and text asserting that more than seven hundred
children died each year in this way (Parton, 1979: 441). These events followed
identification of ‘the battered child syndrome’ by Dr Henry Kempe in 1962.
Kempe’s work led to the discovery of abuse as a major social problem in
American society. National magazines published a series of sensational articles
about ‘beaten babies’ and all three of the major television networks incorpo-
rated the issue within their medical drama series, which were enormously
popular at that time. By 1966, every state legislature across the USA had
enacted statutes to kerb parents’ abuse of children (Pfohl, 1977: 310).

When applied to children, the term ‘at risk’ used to mean a child at risk of
entering government care, but following the child abuse scare of the 1960s it
came to mean children at risk from parents (and who needed to be rescued by
social workers). The present system took shape during the 1970s with the for-
malisation of DHSS policy. In 1976, the DHSS released a circular stressing, for
the first time, the importance of including a senior police officer in all area
review committees and case conferences. This circular signalled the beginning
of a trend in which the venerable principles of client confidentiality and due
process would be suspended in the ‘best interests of the child’. Conceptualisation
of the problem shifted away from the narrowly defined battered baby syn-
drome to the more all-inclusive notion of ‘child abuse’, and was seen as symp-
tomatic of much more fundamental problems in British society. By 1979, the
problem of child abuse had been given the utmost priority within social ser-
vice departments so that whatever else might be cut back, the non-accidental
injury case always takes precedence (Parton, 1979: 443–5). As a result, social
workers became channelled into an ‘authoritative, intrusive, and insistent’
role in relation to families; ‘a style of intervention in families which regards
the parents with watchful suspicion and sees protection and rescue of children
from bad families as a primary objective’ (Parton, 1981: 406–7).

The need for balance became clear in the wake of the Cleveland affair, which
took place in 1987 in a large local authority area in the north-east of England.
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Over a period of several weeks, social workers removed 121 children from their
homes based on the assertions of two paediatricians concerning physical signs
of abuse. Some of the children remained in local authority care for five months
and more. The Dartington Social Research Unit, summarising a series of
research projects commissioned in the wake of the Cleveland affair, found that
most child protection referrals did not involve serious physical or sexual child
abuse. Rather, they consisted of children believed to be at risk of harm due to
parents’ substance abuse, conflict between parents, poor parenting skills, and
poverty-induced stress. Because social work practice with families had become
focused on child protection, social workers responded as if they were serious
cases of abuse. The child protection approach had two adverse effects. First, it
resulted in responses that many parents perceived as stigmatising and officious.
Second, it was rare for such families, once their children were found not to be
at risk, to receive supportive resources (Corby, 2003: 196).

Social Workers and Police Officers

Social work with families embodies a contradiction in the state’s concern with
child protection over family services. ‘Child protection’ is characterised by a
primary concern with protecting children from abuse by parents seen as
morally flawed and legally culpable. The social work processes within this
orientation are built around statutory and investigatory concerns in which the
relationship between social workers and parents becomes adversarial. ‘Family
services’ is characterised by a tendency to understand acts, regarded as harm-
ful to children, in the contexts of psychological or social dynamics of families.
Social worker activities in this outlook emphasise further assessment and the
provision of therapeutic services. The relationship between social workers and
parents is understood as a partnership (Spratt, 2001: 407).

Although the 1989 Children Act sought to address this dual role, there
remains a real difficulty in pulling off this balancing act. Enacting carefully
worded legislation and issuing new guidelines for social work with families
does not address the essential problem of attempting to combine the social wel-
fare function with the police function. Lord Justice Butler-Sloss, who chaired
the Cleveland Inquiry, zeroed in on the ambiguity of the social worker’s inter-
view with the alleged victim of child abuse. Is the interview for investigation,
assessment, or therapy? ‘It doesn’t matter in a way what you call it’, Butler-
Sloss (1993: 56) concluded, ‘so long as you know why you are doing it’.

Blurring of the roles has been regarded as a positive development. The overall
thrust of government policy, from the 1980s, has sought to improve coordination
of statutory agencies in targeting and responding to ‘dangerous families’ where
abuse in likely to occur. Since then, social workers and police officers have been
encouraged to ‘work together’ as part of an inter-professional matrix mobilised to
protect children. In 2001, the Chief Inspector of the Social Services Inspectorate
proclaimed that ‘traditional demarcation lines must be a thing of the past’ (Garrett,
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2004: 78–9). But there are ‘dangers of collusion and merger’. In his address to the
British Association of Social Workers the year after Cleveland, Terry Thomas won-
dered who was learning from whom in social work/police collaborations.

It is not enough to say that we have ‘educated’ the police over the years
through child abuse case conferences and other forums without at least being
open to the idea that the police may have also been ‘educating’ us during the
same period’. (Quoted in Garrett, 2004: 80)

Social work partnerships with police amounted to social policing, which, as
Thomas pointed out, is only one step removed from real policing.

Research into social work/police collaborations suggests that social policing is
an apt description. Scourfield and Welsh (2003), in an ethnographic study,
explored the management of risk within a childcare social work team in north-
ern England. They found much routine practice to reflect overt control. Not that
the team did not offer help or support for clients at all, but that the team mem-
bers clearly made use of their legal authority. ‘Being clear about concerns’ has
achieved, according to Scourfield and Welsh, the status of a social work inter-
vention. Social workers explained that the intervention depended on the parental
response. Parents must acknowledge there has been a difficulty or problem and
accept social service intervention as the means of ‘moving forward’, to avoid
moving down the road toward legal proceedings. This orientation reflects the
extent to which social workers see themselves as advocates for the best interests
of the children, which in the case of young children will be decided by social
workers themselves. ‘Social workers tend to be very clear that their responsibili-
ties are to children rather than adults’ (Scourfield and Welsh, 2003: 415).

Garrett’s (2004) research raises important questions about the logic of social
workers and police working together. He interviewed social workers and police
officers working conjointly in three child protection units. Social workers reported
some positive impact on police, such as making police officers self-conscious
about using racist language, but also reported the difficulty of maintaining their
professional identity. One social worker interviewed reported that she no longer
considered herself a social worker: ‘I’m not really a social worker; I’m not a
police officer … I’m in this “child protection unit thing” now’. She also empha-
sised her role in providing the police with ‘clean evidence’ for use in criminal
proceedings against parents. ‘As far as I’m concerned I’m servicing the police. I’m
trying to get a child to tell me what happened so there’s a weight for my police
colleagues to go and confront a guy with’, she explained. ‘Quite clearly, I’m
offering my skills to the police as a means of investigation’ (Garrett, 2004: 89).

Conclusion
Criminalisation of social policy appears to be a recent event. Social policies
have been directed, or perhaps misdirected, at crime reduction in the wake of
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recent political developments such as the child abuse panic of the 1970s and
1980s. But it may also be that this process occurs for reasons more central to
the structure of the capitalist welfare state itself. Instances of the criminalisa-
tion of social policy can be found earlier in the twentieth century, suggesting
that it is a more significant problem for the welfare state.

Questions for Discussion

1. Is it appropriate to justify social policy with reference to its potential crime
reduction qualities?

2. Why are the socialist welfare states in Europe adopting a ‘tough on crime’
stance?

3. Are the personal social services about care or control?

4. What is the proper mission of social workers in the area of child welfare? Does
it overlap with the police?
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SUMMARY

• Theories of social justice tend to be constr ucted around concepts of rights, need,
or membership

• Hayek was sceptical of social justice because he felt that it could not be suc-
cessfully joined up with a market economy

• Rawls of fers an influential theor y of social justice gr ounded in political liberalism
• Useful insights about social justice and policymaking include the middle r egion,

responsible commitment, and the principle of neutrality

Social justice is an evocative phrase. It envisions a future not only with less
crime, but greater equality, broader citizenship, and more extensive public ser-
vices (Cook, 2006: 1). In UK policy speak, the language of social justice has
broad appeal. It has been attached to government activities ranging across the
social policy spectrum to criminal justice and beyond. The Scottish Museums
Council (2000), for instance, issued its report Museums and Social Justice,
concerning the role of museums in reducing social exclusion.

Can social justice offer a coherent map for pursuing the terrain of criminol-
ogy and social policy? In this chapter, we explore the extent to which social jus-
tice theorising furnishes a practical morality suitable for formulating a
meaningful policy response. To do this, we will go beyond criminology in the
sense that much of the discussion will involve thinkers not regarded as crimi-
nologists. Rather than reviewing empirical research as in earlier chapters, the
discussion here will engage arguments more familiar to philosophy, or perhaps
history, than social science. We will contemplate what criminology might learn
from thinkers who see themselves as something other than social scientists.

This chapter is divided into four parts. The first part reviews three vocabu-
laries of social justice emerging in the nineteenth century. The next two parts
present the foremost sceptic of social justice, F.A. Hayek, and the most influ-
ential theoretician of social justice, John Rawls. The final part reviews several
suggestions for policy change inspired by social justice.

The Pursuit of Social Justice 1100
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Vocabularies of Social Justice
Thinking about social justice is a distinctively modern activity. Social philoso-
phers and political reformers introduced the phrase ‘social justice’ in the nine-
teenth century (Miller, 1999). The concepts they introduced – rights, need, and
membership – continue to supply the conceptual fuselage for contemporary
philosophies of social justice.

The Vocabulary of Rights

The rights-based tradition of social justice thinking derives from political
liberalism. Liberals have sought to build notions of social justice from ideas
contained in the founding political doctrines of modern civil societies, pri-
marily by extending notions of rights and equality from the political context
into a market context.

The classic statement of political liberalism outlines a system of political
rights ensuring equality of opportunity but not equality of outcome. Each indi-
vidual is to have an equal right to own property, but the amount of property
is thought to depend on personal capacities and efforts. John Stuart Mill intro-
duced the phrase social justice into the English language, according to the
Oxford English Dictionary, with his book Utilitarianism (1861). Despite occa-
sional references to communism as a higher form of society than capitalism,
he persisted in the liberal view of justice. He defended unequal outcomes,
based on free competition within the market, but did not look at the capital-
ist society of his time uncritically. He suggested that the inheritance system
should be modified, that women should be given equal opportunities with
men, and that workers should form their own cooperatives rather than work-
ing for capitalists (Miller, 1978: 11).

Marshall (1950) pursued a comprehensive set of rights within his theory of
citizenship. He described these rights as those enjoyed by the members of a
civilised society:

1. Civil rights are those necessary for the exercise of political freedom: free
speech, the right to own property and enter contracts.

2. Political rights concern the right to participate, including the right to vote and
to stand for election to political office.

3. Social rights have to do with entitlements to economic security and welfare;
principally, education and social services.

Marshall, who tended to see the post-war welfare state as the culmination of
Western civilisation, saw these rights as emanating from British history as much
as logic. Civil rights emerged in the eighteenth century, followed by political
rights in the nineteenth and social rights in the twentieth (Roche, 1987: 382).

Rights-based formulations see the nation-state at the centre of the social justice
universe. As Miller (1999) explains, the realisation of social justice requires ‘a
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bounded society’ in which distribution can be elaborated for its members in
relation to one another. The nation-state represents this bounded society in most
social justice theorising as it supplies the institutional structure to be modified for
fairer distribution of benefits and duties. It also represents the agent of redistrib-
ution, the entity capable of initiating and directing the institutional changes
needed to bring about social justice (Miller, 1999: 4–6). Social rights become real-
isable, or legally enforceable, in the context of a national government.

But in recent years it has become possible to talk of ‘European social rights’,
the expansion of rights beyond the national community. Conant (2006)
observes that social rights have expanded along with international structures
such as the European Court of Justice and European Court of Human Rights.
Social rights involve entitlements to social insurance schemes that protect
against risks, social assistance benefits to needy persons, and social invest-
ment programmes that promote the future, such as education. These judicial
forums have expanded social rights by making them legally enforceable. The
powers of supranational courts and the ease of access to them have expanded
the entitlement to social protection. Conant points out the usefulness of supra-
national courts in requiring EU member states to extend benefits, to migrants
for example, that they have been reluctant to provide.

The Vocabulary of Need

The early socialists framed their critique of capitalism around the concept of
need. They sought to build up a ‘scientific’ understanding of basic human
needs in order to place social justice on an objective footing. If needs could be
established as objective, then the argument for meeting needs by means of
social justice would be a straightforward proposition.

Marx described a long list of human needs: ‘to eat, drink, buy books, go to
the theatre, go dancing, go drinking, think, love, theorise, sing, paint, fence,
etc.’ (quoted in Fraser, 1998: 149). These needs did not arise from an inner,
fixed nature, but were defined by their social relationships, relationships that
depended on the economic structure of society and the class divisions it pro-
duced. ‘Natural needs’, he said, are the needs that must be met in all societies
for humanity to continue. In capitalism, natural needs are reduced to ‘egoistic
needs’; people are not recognised as human beings, as ends in themselves, but
simply as a means to fulfilment of the needs of others. Or, in other words,
egoistic needs are distinguished as the needs of individuals separated from the
needs of the community (Fraser, 1998).

Social justice would prevail when individuals received what they needed on
the basis of their humanity and not on the basis of what they extracted from
the economy as a matter of class position. Natural needs could be met by wel-
fare schemes within capitalist societies, but the optimal social arrangements,
to be experienced under socialism, were those that corresponded with the
scientific elaboration of human nature. Marx pursued a ‘scientific’ analysis of

THE PURSUIT OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 157

Knepper-3530-CH-10.qxd  2/23/2007  11:39 AM  Page 157



human nature because he wanted to establish the justification for meeting
people’s needs on a claim of justice rather than charity. Charity needs the sup-
port of religious thought, and for Marx, religious systems are embedded in
bourgeois morality. This morality perpetuates the status quo in terms of a
market, which is to say, unequal, distribution of goods (Robertson, 1998).

Marcuse’s (1964) understanding of need draws on this distinction. He iden-
tifies the proliferation of false needs under capitalism, brought about by mass
consumerism. In the process of manufacturing false needs, capitalism creates
a new kind of person, one with willing compliance as an insatiable consumer.
‘False needs’ are those consumer goods and experiences made ‘necessary’ by
advertising and culture in general. While such needs offer happiness, they
also promote toil, misery and injustice. ‘True needs’ are the only vital ones –
nourishment, clothing and lodging. These are true needs because they are a
prerequisite for the realisation of all other needs, although, Marcuse (1964:
5–6) says, in the last analysis, the difference between true and false needs can
only be settled by individuals themselves.

Robertson (1998) points out that protection from future harm constitutes one
of the newest needs, something not considered a need prior to development of
the welfare state. Much of the current safety regulations, seat belt and child
restraint laws, workplace safety, and public health efforts (for example, to protect
individuals from effects of passive smoking) address aspects of protection from
future harm. Boutellier (2004) describes modern society as a ‘safety utopia’ in
which people want to be free from the restraints imposed by traditional moral
codes yet desire to pursue this freedom in safe surroundings. This has put a
premium on health and safety standards supported by science and technology.

The Vocabulary of Membership

There is a forgotten social justice nineteenth-century discourse of member-
ship. This vocabulary is at least as old as that of need, but has been overlooked
because it originated in a religious context and social justice advocates tend to
see themselves as secular thinkers. Luigi Taparelli, a Jesuit priest, invented the
term social justice around 1840 in his book on natural law (Behr, 2005). He
wrote in a context of dramatic social and political change leading up to Italian
unification. He sought a middle ground between laissez-faire liberals and
socialists. Specifically, he sought to carve out a place for the Catholic church
in poor relief against the incursions of the market and nation-state.

Taparelli proposed that social justice does not occur in the context of a rela-
tionship between individual and state, but rather in relation of the state to a
system of secondary societies. Taparelli referred to the national state as
protarchie, primary, and smaller societies within it as deutarchie, or secondary.
As Behr (2005) explains, Taparelli has in mind the guilds and charitable asso-
ciations that had been abolished as revolutionary regimes (in France and Italy)
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came to power. Taparelli proposed ‘subsidiarity’ as the principle for national
government and smaller associations. The word comes from the Latin subsidia,
meaning ‘help’, a reference to auxiliary troops within the Roman legions that
‘sat below’, ready to assist in battle. According to this principle, the supreme
authority of the national government should allow the smaller associations to
handle matters of domestic and immediate importance. This would free the
national government to attend to foreign policy, for instance, while allowing
the secondary associations in society to respond to domestic needs. This doc-
trine also prevents the hypostatic concept of absorption of individuals into the
state (as would occur in Italy under fascism).

Catholic social doctrine found its way into Britain’s political landscape in the
form of the Distributivist and Guild Socialism movements of the interwar years.
These groups rejected legislative proposals of the Fabians because they smacked
of statism and because they believed smaller associations, rather than the
national government, represented a more realistic means of achieving redistrib-
ution of property (particularly land) than trade unions or legislative proposals.
Instead of national trade unions and marketing centres, such as Covent Garden,
they favoured regional distribution schemes, smallholdings, and workers’ coop-
eratives. They encouraged workers to form guilds on a voluntary basis. In one
of their earliest campaigns, the Distributivists supported small London bus com-
panies driven out by the monopolistic London General Bus Company. They pur-
chased a number of buses, painted them red, green and blue, and adorned them
with sayings taken from William Morris (Wilson, 1984: 294).

The idea of smaller societies responding to the needs of members alongside
national societies providing for citizens has been most often approached with ref-
erence to ‘community’. Clear and Cadora (2003) describe ‘community justice’ as
a bridge between criminal justice and social justice. Community justice aims to
increase the capacity of places hardest-hit by criminal behaviour; it is pursued
with the goal of improving the criminal-justice response, but also with restoring
relationships, repairing damage to the community, and building a more neigh-
bourhood life. Links between community and social justice are also made in some
visions of ‘restorative justice’. Victim–offender mediation programmes1 have been
initiated in France and England with reference to restoring community life as well
as the lives of individual victims and perpetrators (Crawford, 2000b). Mika and
Zehr (2003: 148) explain that restorative justice regards crime as a form of con-
flict that is social and relational. Because the sources of conflict extend to the
community and beyond the relationship between individual offenders and the
national government, restorative justice should pursue social justice issues.
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Hayek’s Challenge
In Britain, Friedrich von Hayek’s reputation is tied closely with Thatcherism.
While he has tended (for that reason) to be seen as a right-wing ideologue, he
did manage to raise useful questions about the relationship between govern-
ment, market, and social welfare (Gamble, 1996). In The Mirage of Social
Justice, Hayek (1976) contended that the attempt to combine the individualism
of a market economy with the collectivism of social justice was an inherently
contradictory and self-defeating task.

Meaningless in Market Economy

Hayek regarded social justice talk as a misguided excursion into anthropo-
morphism. Advocates imagine that society can be virtuous in the same way a
person can. It makes no sense, he argues, to talk about society, an abstract
entity, as being just or unjust.

Hayek derived his view of social justice from the understanding of society main-
tained by the Austrian School of economics. This tradition sees spontaneous
orders in society, forms of organisation that are the result of human action but not
of human design. Language, law and the market are orders of this type; they arise
as the unplanned consequence of decisions by many individuals. Once estab-
lished, they allow human interaction to proceed in an efficient way. Hayek’s word
for a spontaneous order is ‘catallaxy’, which refers to an order based on repeated
exchanges and mutual adjustment by agents of their interests and plans. In such
an order, calls for re-distribution of economic statuses are ‘empty and meaning-
less’ because no one person or entity distributes such statuses in the first instance.
Success is ‘partly dependent on accident’ (Hayek, 1978: 68–9). Success or failure
depends on ability, knowledge and skill, but also serendipity and unforeseen
events. No one can insulate their position from the decisions of others, even those
in remote corners of the globe. The only way to carry out the distribution required
in social justice is to create a ‘command economy’ in which people are told what
to do so that laws can be written to guide what they are told.

Shklar (1990) argues, against Hayek, that the idea of social justice is not
founded on the mistake that no one entity is responsible for pursuing greater
equality. Rather, it is founded on the belief that we can intervene, should we
choose to do so, in a democratic context. Social policy need not take the form
of comprehensive economic planning, but can be modest efforts to promote
access to safety-net benefits such as health services, housing, and unemploy-
ment insurance. How the market allocates rewards is beyond human control,
but how government responds to that allocation is not. Or to put it another
way, Hayek is right in saying that economic rewards accrue partly from acci-
dent. And precisely because some part of wealth is accidental, it follows that
economic fortunes are not entirely deserved. People who acquire some part of
their wealth by accident should not be reluctant to assist those who have
acquired some part of their poverty by accident.
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Threat to Personal Autonomy

Hayek recognised the value of a ‘safety net’ in a market economy, a threshold
below which no one should be allowed to fall. But he worried that political
control of the economy, implied by even the mildest measures of state inter-
vention, would endanger human freedom (Gamble, 1996).

Each gain in social justice, Hayek argued, results in a loss of personal auton-
omy. Social justice involves the expansion of rights, but because positive rights
are not the same thing as negative rights, this leads to a net loss in freedom.
‘Positive rights’ invoke an inferior kind of justice or a mirage in the sense that
they bring about less freedom. ‘Negative rights’ describe a condition in which
people are free to do whatever they wish, so long as such acts are not specifi-
cally prohibited. Such rights also limit the extent to which government can inter-
fere in personal pursuits. A social position determined by positive rights makes
freedom subject to the will of government. People able to do only what govern-
ment enables or allows them to are not free. In making the requirements of
social justice universal, political leaders seek to reduce the entire population to
dependence on a single centralised bureaucracy. The resulting configuration will
not deliver benevolence, but the conception of benevolence contained in the
minds of a small group of mandarins in government (Minogue, 1998: 258).

Hayek clearly had in mind the totally administered society that was Stalin’s
Soviet Union. Once conceding the desirability of a welfare state, the argument
for negative rights loses much of its force. There is, Plant (1998) argues, a
greater link between freedom and ability than Hayek admits. To exercise the
freedom to engage in any activity, people must have the ability to do so. The
invention of aeroplanes gave people the freedom to fly. Making air travel pos-
sible for more people, by means of government subsidy to airports, means that
more people have the freedom to fly (Plant, 1998: 271). Greater social justice
extends the benefits of political freedom to more people.

The Pretence of Knowledge

Hayek does not argue that catallaxies are perfect, in the sense that no indi-
vidual can be made better off without someone else becoming worse off.
Rather, he argues that government has no source of knowledge for redistribu-
tion. We simply do not know as much about society as we would like, and to
act on the belief that we possess the knowledge to shape society entirely to
our liking is likely to bring about injustice (Hayek, 1989). No government
authority could know enough because the data required for a fairer redistrib-
ution are simply unavailable. Social goods are not commensurable. How is one
person’s medical need for relief of pain to be weighed against another’s need
to escape from the pressure of living in crowded quarters?

Johnson (1997) replies that if the standard of success for an effort to reduce
social inequality is perfect equality, then all efforts will inevitably fail. Socialist
revolutionaries have oversold what can be achieved, either as a result of mistaken
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philosophies of history or their own political ambitions. But the impossibility of
attaining a perfect society should not prevent us from aspiring to achieve a more
just society than the one we now have. If crime reduction efforts were to be
judged against the standard of a crime-free society, then they will inevitably fail.
Maintaining a society without crime remains an elusive goal, but few would
argue that, because of this, no effort should be made to reduce the amount of
criminal victimisation in the present (Johnson, 1997: 607).

Rawls and Beyond
American philosopher John Rawls has devoted his entire professional life to
the question of how persons with different values, who begin life with diverse
abilities, and who wish to pursue their own hopes, can live together in a polit-
ical society considered just. His proposals have found their way into political
discourse about social policy (Horton, 2002). Where social justice is con-
cerned, Rawls is to Blairism what Hayek was to Thatcherism.

A Theory of Justice

In A Theory of Justice, Rawls (1971) offered an influential statement of social
justice grounded in political liberalism. He does not express controversial or
novel ideas, but instead systematised ideas that had been expressed by social
and political movements during the previous decades. Rawls’ vision of social
justice is an attempt to balance the benefits of a market-based economy with
the assurances of a welfare state. Individuals should be allowed to pursue per-
sonal wants and desires but not at the expense of denying others’ basic needs.
Government should pursue the collective well-being of all citizens but cannot
in the process override individual liberties under the rule of law.

Rawls (1971: 83, 250) expressed his theory in two principles:

1. Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty com-
patible with similar liberty for others (the principle of equal opportunity).

2. Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are (1) to the
greatest benefit of the least advantaged (the difference principle) and (2)
attached to offices and positions open to all members of society under condi-
tions of fair opportunity (the principle of fair equality of opportunity).

Rawls further specifies that these principles are to be applied in lexical order,
meaning that equal liberty has the first priority, followed by the demand for
fair equality of opportunity. Where the principle of fair equality of opportu-
nity has been met, ‘All primary social goods – liberty and opportunity, income
and wealth, and the bases of self-respect – are to be distributed equally unless
an unequal distribution of these goods is the advantage of the least favoured’
(Rawls, 1971: 303). This results in a ‘just basic structure’ in which individuals
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have the right to own property, to political liberty and the kind of rights
afforded by due process of law. In this way, Rawls believes he has avoided
Cook’s (2006) dilemma of how to administer criminal justice in a socially
unjust society. A society established on Rawls’ principles will deliver justice to
criminals because it has been founded on a basic structure that is fair.

To defend his theory, Rawls makes use of a tactic known to philosophers as
‘conjectural history’. The strategy is to construct an argument about what
could or might have happened in light of knowledge of human nature and the
workings of society (Campbell, 2001: 65). Beginning with a hypothetical
device he calls ‘the original position’, Rawls tries to show that his principles
of justice would be adopted by rational individuals operating under a ‘veil of
ignorance’ about their abilities and place in society. The original position is
Rawls’ Garden of Eden, complete with Adams and Eves who must decide the
rules that will govern future generations. In proposing the veil of ignorance he
adds a reincarnation element: these Adams and Eves know that they will
live in the society that they set in motion but do not know whether they will
live in it as a shopkeeper, footballer, or disabled person. He concludes that
those in the original position, operating on the basis of such limited knowl-
edge, would choose the principles he proposes for ordering society.

In 1992, when John Smith MP established a commission to think through a
national reform agenda for the Labour Party, the members adopted a set of prin-
ciples much like those in the original position. The Commission on Social Justice
(1994) produced a series of reports dealing with improving social and economic
conditions in Britain culminating in Social Justice: Strategies for National Renewal.
The Commission’s initial report, The Justice Gap (1993), made specific reference
to Rawls. They formulated four principles of social justice:

1. The foundation of a free society is the equal worth of all citizens.
2. Everyone is entitled, as a right of citizenship, to be able to meet their basic needs.
3. The right to self-respect and personal autonomy demands the widest possible

spread of opportunities.
4. Not all inequalities are unjust, but unjust inequalities should be reduced and

where possible eliminated. (Commission on Social Justice, 1993)

Both Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, Chancellor of the Exchequer, have made
use of this language (whether taken from a page in A Theory of Justice or Social
Justice: Strategies for National Renewal) in justifying their policies. Blair’s state-
ment of the Third Way defined social justice as establishing ‘the moral worth
of the individual’ (Buckler and Dolowitz, 2000: 306) and Brown has explained
that ‘wealth and incomes inequalities … can be justified only if they are in the
interests of the least fortunate’ (Horton, 2002: 154).

Except, perhaps, where crime is concerned. Crime figures in the
Commission’s conception of social justice in the context of opportunities and
not basic needs. Basic needs are the need for money, shelter, food, education
and health. Opportunities and life-chances consist of lifelong learning, work,
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good health, financial independence, and a safe environment. To pursue life
chances, persons must experience personal safety at home, work, and in the
community. The Commission observed that those least able to protect them-
selves from crime are the most likely to experience it. People residing in the
poorest housing estates are at the greatest risk of burglary. Poor people are also
more likely to be killed or injured in road accidents (Commission on Social
Justice, 1993: 40–1). Blair’s formulation seems to reverse this. ‘Tough on
crime, tough on the causes of crime’ appears to put safety in the category of
basic need, ahead of enlarging opportunities and life-chances.

Wiles and Pease (2001) outline several problems with implementing this for-
mula. The statement seems contradictory. If the government invested suffi-
ciently in crime prevention (tough on the causes of crime), there would be less
reason to rely on more prisons and police for dealing with criminals (tough on
crime), as presumably there would be fewer of them. The problem can be
resolved, perhaps, by being tough on the causes now and becoming tough on
the criminals later on. But the gist of the contradiction stems from what
appears to be an acknowledgement that if government had delivered social
justice, we would not need to be dispensing retributive justice now. Wiles and
Pease argue that both senses of toughness are limited to offenders, or those
thought likely to become offenders, rather than those for whom victimisation
is a calculable hazard. They take up the Commission’s point about the poorest
sections in society being least able to defend themselves. Using social justice
as a guide to crime policy would mean taking into account the uneven distri-
bution of crime in society. Greater emphasis on preventing repeat crimes
directed at the same victims would be the most elegant application of Rawls’
difference principle (Wiles and Pease, 2001: 237).

Liberalism and Multiculturalism

Critics of A Theory of Justice have zeroed in on Rawls’ endorsement of the indi-
vidualist tradition within political liberalism. We experience injustice as a con-
sequence of membership in social groups based on gender, ‘race’, immigrant
status, etc. and to achieve social justice it is necessary to define it in a way that
specifically acknowledges differences between social groups as political com-
munities. Those seeking change in social policy toward economic restructur-
ing oriented to meeting need require differentiating needs of social groups and
of fostering respect for these needs. Or as Hudson (2006) phrases it, the notion
of justice needs to move beyond ‘white man’s justice’. Kymlicka and Young
have offered important adaptations of Rawls to reflect the multicultural real-
ity of North American and European democracies.

Kymlicka (1989, 1995) suggests that members of minority communities
should be afforded ‘group rights’ that allow them to protect their cultures
from destruction. He accepts the idea of impartiality as a starting point and
agrees that justice should be elaborated by political institutions within an
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impartial state. But for this elaboration to be truly impartial, the starting point
must take into account the specific interests of minority cultures. Group rights
have to do with regulating membership, limiting non-members’ rights to resi-
dence within their geographic space, and perpetuating culturally significant
activities. Kymlicka has in mind the aboriginal peoples of Canada.

Young’s (1990) solution seeks a ‘politics of difference’ that allows oppressed
groups to insert their perspectives directly into the institutional contexts that
interpret and administer justice. She calls on democracies to set up procedures
to ensure special representation for oppressed groups. The politics of differ-
ence advocates creation of participatory structures in which social differences
can be recognised, affirmed and brought to bear on public policy. Oppressed
groups would retain the right to generate their own policy proposals and to
have them considered by policymakers. In her model, justice can only occur
in an ongoing democratic context; oppressed groups would retain veto power
over public policies on issues that affect them directly, such as women and
abortion. For Young, justice is not blind as Rawls supposes; a theory of social
justice should not rely on an assumption of undifferentiated humanity but on
the assumption that group differences matter and that groups are the basis on
which individuals experience oppression.

These solutions have been more influential than Rawls’ own attempt to out-
line an alternative to traditional liberalism. In Political Liberalism (1993), he
backs away from his claim to offering ‘the true principles of justice’ in favour of
proposing ‘some principles we can all live with’. He outlines a strategy for estab-
lishing political rights on a universal basis while leaving enough room for exer-
cise of cultural differences. What Rawls fails to understand, Parekh (2000: 312)
says, is that political deliberation is contextual and culturally embedded.
Drawing on the Rushdie Affair, Parekh explains why Rawls’ American-style
multiculturalism cannot be imported to Britain. Reactions to the fatwa issued
against Rushdie2 exposed profoundly different understandings of liberal political
values among Muslims and non-Muslims. Attempting to set up a single medium
for political discussion fails to appreciate the depth of national diversity within
modern democracies.

Social Justice, Social Policy and Crime
Theories of social justice raise important questions about policymaking frame-
works for pursuing goals of social welfare and crime reduction. Simone Weil,
Raymond Aron, and Michael Polanyi offer thought-provoking commentary on
this project.
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The Middle Region

Weil’s thoughts on social justice can be gleaned from an unfinished book writ-
ten several months before her death in 1943. Weil, who was living in London,
had been asked by the Free French to think about the prospects for national
renewal. She urged the French people to recover their spiritual roots.

There are, Weil (1990) suggests, two regions of social justice: a middle region
and an upper region. Each has its own language, its own institutions. The mid-
dle region concerns the question: ‘Why has someone else got more than I
have?’ The answer is expressed in words such as ‘right’, ‘democracy’, and
‘person’. Weil did not regard rights-based doctrines as expressing the highest
ideals of justice because they resemble commercial speech. The notion of
rights suggests a sharing-out, an exchange, a measured quantity as specified in
the law of a capitalist economy. Asserting one’s rights occurred in a tone of
contention, and with force always in the background, or else the assertion will
be laughed at. Ordinary institutions – of law, courts and police – she writes,
are capable of delivering justice of this sort, rights and freedoms of citizens in
a democracy. The upper region references the existential dimensions of pain
and suffering: ‘Why am I being hurt?’ Responding to this question requires the
language not of rights, but obligation. Words such as ‘justice’, ‘good’, and
‘love’ comprise the vocabulary of social justice in its superlative form.
Obligations derive from what we owe one another as human beings; they are
not contained in the law of the land, but in the ‘oldest written texts’, in codes
of conduct defined by religion. Political institutions for delivering this kind of
justice ‘must be invented’, Weil (1990: 288) writes, ‘for they are unknown, and
it is impossible to doubt that they are indispensable’.

Weil feared that we have become stuck in the middle region. The rights
imagined in 1789 by founders of the French state did not recognise the higher
region, but in aiming to propound universal doctrines, introduced ‘a confusion
of language and ideas which is largely responsible for the present political
and social confusion’ (Weil, 1952: 4). Weil subtitled her book Prelude to a
Declaration of Duties towards Mankind, a twist on the Declaration of the Rights
of Man. The afflicted, she wrote, cry out from hurt, but they have no coher-
ent language. They are unable to identify the source, why and by whom it is
being done to them. The ‘category of men’ who speak of rights have a monop-
oly of language, and when acting in the form of political parties seeking to gain
or maintain power, hear only noise. How deeply or permanently we are stuck
is debateable. From her vantage point in history, Weil did not experience the
Trente Glorieuses, ‘thirty glorious years’ of economic expansion and reduction
of poverty in France after the war, nor the declarations of internationalisation
organisations in the area of human rights. But her belief that progress was an
illusion of Western culture merits reflection. As does her insight into the real-
isation of social justice in modern society: when limited to the language of
rights, the government’s celebration of social welfare culminates in criminal
justice.
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Mishra’s (1998) critique of ‘social rights’ is consistent with Weil’s.
Conceptualising social rights as analogous to political rights creates more than
one problem. This situation pits social rights against economic and property
rights, which are fundamental to capitalism, and that means that social rights
will take second priority. Further problems ensue from limiting social welfare
to an individual-centred activity and expressing commitment to social welfare
in terms of receipt of a minimum. Mishra admonishes us to think of commu-
nity standards rather than individual rights and pursue what this means in a
context in which nation-states appear to be declining in their influence.

Responsible Commitment

Aron wrote editorials for Le Figaro, lectured in sociology at the Sorbonne, and
worked for a time in the Ministry of Information. His understanding of what
it means to be an intellectual, and the role of intellectuals in society, offers
insight into making social justice happen at the policy level.

Unlike French intellectuals, who took it as their primary mission to
denounce injustice on any occasion, he chose to follow the position of a com-
mitted observer. The ‘committed observer’ seeks to understand social affairs
as scholar and critic by taking into account: ‘What would you do if you were
a Cabinet minister?’ The point of this question is to bring ‘ideological poetry
back into realistic prose’, to find in airy sentiments a course of action. In his
memoirs, Aron recalls a conversation with a fellow journalist who had criti-
cised the government in an editorial. Aron asked: ‘What would you do in its
place’? He answered, more or less: ‘That’s not my problem; it has to find what
to do, I have to criticise’ (Aron, 1990: 42). Aron argues that expressing indig-
nation about the present state of things is not good enough. Criticism of gov-
ernment should be accompanied by a discipline of thought which does not fail
to consider alternatives. The responsible critic should state the alternative, and
the justification for it, even when such alternatives are not applicable in the
short term.

Aron would advise thinking about social justice not only in terms of values
but as a matter of historical possibilities. This means avoiding declarations of
social justice rendering it universal and abstract in favour of specific propos-
als that are particular and contextual. In The Opium of the Intellectuals, Aron
(1955) criticised the idea of an ‘eternal left’ that is the same across nations, his-
torical periods, inspired by the same values, committed to the same aspira-
tions. The left has sometimes been anti-state, sometimes bureaucratic. Some
leftist arguments are nationalistic, some elevate the autonomous individual.
There is, following Aron’s line of argument, no social justice pro forma. Social
justice should be pursued in specific policy contexts, formulated in definable
and realisable terms. To demonstrate responsible commitment in this area is
to think about political agents; to analyse their decisions, their goals, their
means, and their mental universe (Aron, 1990: 53).
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To oversimplify, there is a difference between responsible commitment to social
justice and irresponsible grandstanding. There is no doubt that previous societies
have been unjust when measured by current representations of justice. It remains
to be found what a just society would be and whether it is definable and realis-
able. Modern societies seem more unjust to us today than pre-modern societies
seemed to their inhabitants, Aron argues, because modern democratic societies
invoke ideals that are to a large extent unrealisable and, through the speeches of
political leaders, aspire to complete mastery of our fate (Aron, 1990: 86).

The Principle of Neutrality

Michael Polanyi wrote about economics after his emigration from Hitler’s
Germany to Manchester in the 1930s. He had been a professor at the
University of Berlin, carrying out research at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for
Physical and Electrical Chemistry.

Polanyi (1998) recognised that capitalism did produce social repercussions,
such as ill-health brought about by industry and moral frustration of workers
brought about by commercial cycles and economic crises. The biggest problem
is recurrent economic crises, commercial cycles, and consequent deflation and
unemployment, and because of this, government had a duty to act in promo-
tion of social welfare. Generally, he argued that the government’s response
should be ‘negative rather than prescriptive’. This consists of restricting a
range of commercial activities by outlawing what he called ‘unsocial transac-
tions’, the social costs of unregulated capitalist markets. What Polanyi seems
to have in mind here is a strategy in which the state seeks to regulate an activ-
ity without seeking to take over or run it. The role of government intervention
in these situations is to safeguard a certain value put in jeopardy as a result of
a market system that would otherwise determine this activity. Consumer and
environmental protection provide two examples.

At the same time, Polanyi (1998: 183) argues that government has the duty
to act positively in areas such as education, health and social amenities insuf-
ficiently supplied by commercial sources. He rejected the idea that economic
problems can be successfully merged with social problems to enable a
universal policy that both ‘makes money’ and eliminates ‘unsocial transac-
tions’, or, in other words, that an economic system could avoid any need for
mindful government action. Private individualism did not provide a sufficient
principle on which to establish economic justice. He insisted that the capital-
istic system could be made to conform to any standard of social justice on
which society agrees; there is no reason why profit-making should lead to eco-
nomic injustice. ‘A free society’ Polanyi (1998: xviii) wrote, ‘is not an Open
Society, but one fully dedicated to a distinctive set of beliefs’.

He argued for intervention consistent with the ‘principle of neutrality’
(Manucci, 2005). Modern societies are too complex to be managed by a single
formula. Managing modernity requires a definite series of areas of policy concern
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each of which operates according to particular rules. In such a system, government
actors can be made accountable with reference to their decisions and the impact
of their decisions within the given area of interest. Only in such a delineation
can public opinion ‘scrutinise and guide’ the functions of government.
Unemployment represents an economic problem, not a political problem, mean-
ing that policies should be adopted with the aim of improving the economic sit-
uation of displaced workers. The maintenance of full employment, Polanyi
argued in Full Employment and Free Trade (1945), requires nothing more than
maintaining a sufficient supply of money in circulation. He worried that the
politicisation of unemployment would be used by fascists and extremist political
parties to gain power as had occurred in Germany and Russia (Manucci, 2005).

Extending this principle to crime and social policy would mean that crime
represents an unsocial transaction. Criminal victimisation, like poverty, is the
price some people pay for other people’s progress. But the solution, according
to the principle of neutrality, would involve separate political responses. Steps
taken to counteract crime should be understood within the framework of
crime policies and not attempt to advance a social policy agenda. Similarly,
steps taken to reduce poverty should not be taken with the idea of crime
reduction. Each of these functions represent separate ‘departments’ of gov-
ernment, and decisions on the part of each department should be analysed in
terms of whether they contribute to that department’s remit.

Conclusion
Criminology can benefit from ‘accidental criminologists’, social thinkers who
would not describe themselves as criminologists but who have thought deeply
about issues with which criminology is concerned. Policymaking in the area
of crime and social policy is a prime example. Social justice has the potential
to offer a coherent guide to the pursuit of this area if for no other reason than
it reminds us of what is at stake. The pursuit of improved social welfare and
reduced crime involves challenges, dilemmas, and obstacles, the most impor-
tant of which are matters of justice. Criminology and social policy is embedded
within larger moral priorities, ideals, and principles.

Questions for Discussion

1. Is social justice an important theme because it offers the dream of a better
world or a substantive guide to policy?

2. Has Rawls answered Hayek’s concerns about social justice?

3. Can Rawls’ theory of social justice accommodate a multi-cultural British society?

4. Who makes the best point about social justice: Weil, Aron or Polanyi?
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