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Exam tips

Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check

Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers

Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries


	•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


This guide is for students following the AQA A-level Sociology course. It deals with the topic of crime and deviance with theory and methods.

There are two main sections to this guide:


	•  Content Guidance — this provides details of the topics of crime and deviance and sociological theory. There is also a section examining the link between theory and sociological methods. Topic areas on crime and theory examine key ideas and arguments, stating the main points of evaluation, and include the key concepts and key thinkers. The defined words are key words for this specification.

	•  Questions & Answers — this shows you the kind of questions you can expect in the A-level Paper 3 examination. The questions are followed by sample A*-grade responses.




How to use this guide

When you study crime and deviance topics and theory and methods in class, read the corresponding information from the Content Guidance sections to become familiar with the topic. You should use these sections to complete your own revision notes, for example on each theory and topic within crime and deviance. You should then complete one of the test papers. It is advisable to focus on questions on one topic area, theory or whatever at a time. After you have completed your own answers you should compare them with the sample student answers provided. These and the comments that follow them can be used to amend your revision notes.

The A-level specification is shown in detail on the AQA website: www.aqa.org.uk/7192. Follow the links to Sociology A-level (7192).






Content Guidance


This section outlines the major issues and themes of Crime and deviance and Theory and methods.

The content of Crime and deviance falls into the following areas:


	•  crime, deviance, social order and social control

	•  the social distribution of crime and deviance by ethnicity, gender and social class, including recent patterns and trends in crime

	•  globalisation and crime in contemporary society; the media and crime; green crime; human rights and state crimes

	•  crime control, surveillance, prevention and punishment, victims, and the role of the criminal justice system and other agencies



The content of Theory and methods falls into the following areas:


	•  consensus, conflict, structural and social action theories

	•  the concepts of modernity and postmodernity in relation to sociological theory

	•  the nature of science and the extent to which sociology can be regarded as scientific

	•  the relationship between theory and methods

	•  debates about subjectivity, objectivity and value freedom

	•  the relationship between sociology and social policy



Note that sociological methods, which you will have studied in Year 1, are covered in Student Guide 1, Education with theory and methods.


Crime and deviance


Sociological theories of crime and deviance


Functionalism, strain and subcultural theories


	•  Durkheim (1897) believed that crime was inevitable and would be an increasing problem in modern society as rapid social change and diversity could potentially result in anomie. However, he felt that a certain level of crime was a normal part of a healthy society and would lead to various positive functions such as allowing positive social change to occur and acting as a safety valve to prevent more serious crime. The criminal justice system and punishment also have the function of reminding people of the boundaries of acceptable behaviour and promoting social solidarity through reaffirming shared values.

	•  However, Durkheim’s theory has been criticised for focusing on social control and conformity rather than explaining why some groups commit more crime than others. Merton (1938) developed a functionalist explanation of crime and deviance and acknowledged that crime could be dysfunctional for society. He argued that deviance occurred as a result of the strain between socially accepted goals such as achieving material success (the American dream) and socially approved ways of achieving these goals such as hard work in school and the workplace.

	•  Merton argued that in the USA the main cultural goal was the American dream but that, despite notions of meritocracy, some sections of society lacked the legitimate opportunity structures to achieve this goal. This would create anomie for individuals who were excluded from institutional means and would result in crime and deviance (see Table 1).
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	•  Subcultural theories of A. Cohen and of Cloward and Ohlin — these developed Merton’s notion of strain and agree that the lack of opportunity structures can be used to explain working-class crime and deviance.

	•  A. Cohen argues that working-class boys would value success goals initially but that failure in school due to a lack of legitimate opportunity structures would lead to status frustration. As a result of this frustration the boys collectively inverted and replaced middle-class values of educational success with alternative goals and ways of achieving status, such as truanting.

	•  Cloward and Ohlin identify three working-class subcultures that result from varying degrees of access to illegitimate opportunity structures:

	–  Criminal Have access to illegitimate opportunity structures and utilitarian crime as they are socialised into a ‘life of crime’ by members of organised criminal gangs.

	–  Conflict Have little access to illegitimate opportunity structures due to a lack of organised crime gangs in their area but can achieve status through gang violence.

	–  Retreatists Have no access to either legitimate or illegitimate opportunity structures. They may have failed in the other two types of subculture and ‘retreat’ into a world of drugs.
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Exam tip

Be prepared to link basic functionalist concepts and arguments to their explanation of crime and deviance. As a structural, consensus theory, functionalism argues that crime occurs when social solidarity is threatened by a lack of effective social control mechanisms and when institutions such as the family are failing to socialise people into a shared culture.
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	•  Miller argues that when working-class men are deviant it is because of their distinctive culture. He argues that lower-working-class culture is characterised by focal concerns, which act as a release from the boredom of people’s lives and mean that they will inevitably be involved in criminal and deviant activities. For example, the focal concern of ‘toughness’ will lead to crime such as fighting while ‘excitement’ will lead to crimes such as joyriding.



Table 2 Comparison of Merton and subcultural theory




	Agree with Merton
	Disagree with Merton





	Merton and the subcultural strain theories of Cohen and of Cloward and Ohlin argue that working-class people initially share mainstream values of success
	Miller’s version of subcultural theory states that lower-class culture is separate from mainstream values. It does not share the middle-class goal of the ‘American dream’



	Merton and subcultural strain theories argue that crime is higher among the working class as they have less access to legitimate opportunity structures such as good education
	Cohen and also Cloward and Ohlin argue that working-class people adopt a collective, not individual, response to strain by joining a subculture



	Working-class crime is often caused by the need for financial gain. Merton’s innovator is similar to Cloward and Ohlin’s criminal subculture member, who may commit utilitarian crimes such as burglary
	Crime can also be non-utilitarian. Cohen’s subculture gained status from truanting and vandalising school property. Cloward and Ohlin’s conflict subcultures earned status through winning ‘turf wars’



	Deviants might ‘drop out’ of society such as Merton’s retreatism response and Cloward and Ohlin’s retreatist subculture, whose cultural values may both focus around drug use
	Cloward and Ohlin’s retreatist subculture members are ‘double failures’ as they lack access to illegitimate opportunity structures (criminal and conflict subcultures) as well as legitimate ones
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Exam tip

To develop analysis, compare Merton’s strain theory and subcultural theories with the left realists Lea and Young’s version of subculture (see Table 3 on page 13). While they have different views on the causes, both believe that members of subcultures may be unable to achieve society’s cultural goals due to blocked opportunity structures.
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Interactionist Matza (1971) argues that rather than there being a distinctive subculture, groups in society use a set of deviant ‘subterranean values’ that exist below mainstream values. People normally keep these values under control but they occasionally emerge in situations such as after drinking too much at the office party or the end of Year 13 holiday in Ibiza. Matza argues that when this occurs we use techniques of neutralisation (sets of excuses) to justify our deviant actions, such as the ‘denial of responsibility’: ‘That wasn’t me, I was drunk’.
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Evaluation


	•  Merton Are there just five types of adaptation and common goals in society? The American dream may not be applicable to the UK today.

	•  A. Cohen Are working-class deviants aware that they are ‘inverting’ middle-class values? Delinquent behaviour such as truanting may be done just ‘for a laugh’.

	•  Cloward and Ohlin There may be more than three types of subculture and an individual may be involved in more than one, such as a small-time drug dealer who is also a user.

	•  Miller There is little evidence to suggest that focal concerns are restricted to working-class males. Does a completely separate, homogeneous working-class subculture exist? However, New Right sociologists such as Murray (1990) would support Miller’s ideas, arguing that there is now a distinct underclass whose values encourage deviant and criminal behaviour.

	•  Interactionists such as Matza argue that separate subcultures do not exist and that we all ‘drift’ between conformity and deviant ‘subterranean values’.

	•  Marxists argue that strain and subcultural theories ignore corporate crime. Marxist subcultural theorists such as Brake (1980) argue that working-class subcultures, such as punk and skinhead youth subcultures, develop as a resistance to capitalism rather than through strain (see page 7).

	•  Feminists argue that strain and subcultural theories are ‘malestream’ and ignore female crime and deviancy, such as the increase in ‘girl gangs’.

	•  Postmodernists such as Maffesoli (1996) argue that rather than there being rigid subcultures resulting from causes such as strain, young people belong to ‘neo-tribes’ that are fluid and diverse. Rather than being based on deviant working-class values, neo-tribes result from different lifestyles that are influenced by a range of factors that are often media-led.
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Knowledge check 1

Outline two criticisms of subcultural theories of crime.
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Interactionism: labelling theory

Interactionists disagree with the functionalist view of crime and deviance in a number of ways:


	•  Rather than deviance producing social control, interactionists argue that agents of social control are the cause of crime and deviance.

	•  Rather than using an absolute definition of deviance, interactionists adopt a relative definition and argue that there is no fixed view of what constitutes deviant behaviour. As Matza argues, people ‘drift’ in and out of deviance.

	•  Rather than seeing official statistics as reliable and as generally accurate in reflecting patterns of crime, interactionists regard them as being socially constructed and lacking validity. Phenomenologist Cicourel argues that due to police using typifications, crime statistics say more about the way the police operate than actual levels of crime.



Interactionists focus on labelling theory and how agents of social control — such as the police, the judiciary and the media — have the power to define less powerful groups as deviant. Becker (1967) argues that social groups create deviance by making rules and then labelling those who do not conform to these social controls as ‘outsiders’. He argues that ‘moral entrepreneurs’ (such as politicians) have power over individuals and are able to redefine behaviour and laws into what they feel is acceptable.

Lemert (1951) differentiates between primary deviance, which constitutes deviant acts that have not been labelled, and secondary deviance, which is the societal reaction caused by acts being publicly labelled. For labelling theorists, societal reaction to being labelled as deviant has many different consequences:


	•  The individual can be stigmatised and excluded from ‘normal society’, as Goffman demonstrated when people are labelled as mentally ill.

	•  The label can become an individual’s ‘master status’ — the main way that others see them (e.g. being viewed as a ‘junkie’ rather than as a father or boss). This is likely to have a negative impact on an individual’s self-concept, and a self-fulfilling prophecy will occur as they will begin to see their identity in terms of the label.

	•  Becker argues that further societal reaction, such as discrimination in the workplace, may lead to the labelled person following a ‘deviant career’, resulting in them joining a subculture with others who have been similarly labelled.

	•  Young’s (1971) study of hippy drug users illustrates how aspects of secondary deviancy, such as police persecution and labelling, led to a self-fulfilling prophecy where drug-taking and other subcultural deviant behaviour increased. This process, where labelling and an increased attempt to control behaviour actually create more deviance, is called the deviancy amplification spiral.

	•  S. Cohen’s (1972) study of mods and rockers (see Table 5 on page 25) is another example of how labelling, in this case by the media, can lead to deviance amplification via a moral panic.

	•  Braithwaite (1989) distinguishes between disintegrative shaming, where the criminal is negatively labelled and excluded from society, and reintegrative shaming, which labels the act as bad but not the person themselves. Braithwaite argues that reintegrative shaming avoids the negative effects of societal reaction and can lead to lower levels of crime, as offenders will be made aware of the impact of their behaviour and will be accepted back into society without being stigmatised.
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Evaluation


	•  + Interactionism illustrates how deviance is a relative concept and how deviance, crime and crime statistics can be socially constructed.

	•  + It draws attention to the importance of labelling and its consequences.

	•  + It demonstrates the impact of agents of social control at a micro level and how they may create more deviance.

	•  – Labelling theory is too deterministic as individuals can reject labels and not follow the deviant career. However, Becker does acknowledge that individuals have the power to resist labels.

	•  – Labelling theory only focuses on trivial forms of deviance and is not useful in explaining more serious crimes, such as murder.

	•  – Akers (1967) criticises labelling theory for blaming societal reaction for an individual’s deviant behaviour. He felt the act itself is more important than societal reaction and that individuals are aware that they are breaking the law.

	•  – Interactionism fails to explain why people commit deviant acts in the first place.

	•  – Left realists argue that labelling theory is too sympathetic to the criminal and ignores the victims of crime.

	•  – Marxists argue that it ignores the wider, macro origins of labelling and that labelling reflects the power of the ruling class in a capitalist society.
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Knowledge check 2

Outline two strengths of interactionist theories of crime.
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Marxism

Rather than social control benefiting everyone, as functionalists suggest, Marxists argue that it benefits the ruling class and works against working-class people’s interests by preventing them from rebelling against the injustices of capitalism. Marxists agree with interactionist criticisms of the functionalist view of crime and deviance that official statistics on crime are invalid due to the law being selectively enforced by powerful groups. However, traditional Marxists argue that this occurs at a macro rather than micro level. They argue that the structure of capitalist society can be seen to explain the causes of crime in three ways:


	1  Capitalism is criminogenic. By its very exploitative nature, capitalism results in class inequality and poverty. Gordon (1976) suggests that higher levels of working-class crime are a response to this inequality. He argues that the emphasis on greed, profits, competition and materialism means that crime is a rational response by all social classes to capitalism. This is demonstrated in white-collar crimes, such as tax evasion and fiddling expenses, and corporate crime, such as health and safety violations, share-price fixing and environmental offences caused by pollution. Advertising is seen as encouraging crimes such as theft as a way to acquire the latest ‘must-have’ goods. Marxists further argue that increasing alienation (see page 33) of the working class can cause non-utilitarian crime such as vandalism and violent behaviour.

	2  Selective law making and enforcement. Marxists argue that the law reflects ruling-class interest rather than the will of the people as functionalists suggest. Snider (1997) argues that laws that threaten the profits of big business, such as fair trade laws and health and safety legislation, are unlikely to be passed or enforced beyond a minimum level. Chambliss (1970) argues that laws to protect private property are used by the ruling class to maintain the capitalist economy and keep the working class away from its spoils.

	3  Ideological functions of crime and deviance. Althusser (1969) argues that the law is an ideological state apparatus which serves the interests of capitalists by maintaining and legitimating class inequality. Selective law enforcement, such as targeting social security ‘scroungers’, benefits the rich and powerful — tax fraudsters are rarely taken to court as their crimes are less likely to be treated as criminal offences. Reiman (2001) suggests that white-collar and corporate crimes are under-policed and under-punished. Pearce (1976) argues that the real purpose of laws seemingly passed in the interest of the working class, such as health and safety laws, is to serve capitalism by helping to ensure safe and loyal workers. The occasional prosecution will give the impression that the law is applied fairly and shows the ‘caring side’ of capitalism.
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Exam tip

Compare this view of selective law enforcement with labelling theory, which fails to locate it within a wider social context — i.e. how bias in the legal system benefits capitalism.
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Exam tip

Be prepared to link points to general Marxist theory. The belief that the law acts in the interests of workers is an example of the false consciousness that Marx argued existed among the working class.
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Marxists argue that crime statistics will reflect selective law enforcement and this, coupled with biased media coverage, will give the impression that crime is a working-class phenomenon. This will result in working-class people blaming working-class criminals for the problems they experience, such as low pay, which capitalism is causing. Conversely, white-collar crime and corporate crime are not seen as a serious problem by the public despite their being more costly to society. There are a number of reasons for this, such as the invisibility of the offences, the lack of a clear victim or knowledge of the offender. Corporate crime in particular is less likely to be prosecuted for a number of reasons — it is more complex; responsibility for it is often diffused and protected by powerful interests such as the state; it is dealt with internally to protect the company’s reputation.

The New Criminology, by Taylor, Walton and Young (1973), agreed with traditional Marxists on issues such as criminogenic capitalism and selective law enforcement, but argued that a fully social analysis is required. This neo-Marxist approach combined the traditional Marxist views on inequality with the micro approach of labelling theory and its emphasis on societal reaction and individual meanings.
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Exam tip

The ideological nature of the law and its selective enforcement can be seen in Hall’s book Policing the Crisis. This examined the moral panic about mugging in the 1970s, when the media scapegoated black muggers for the problems in capitalism at the time. Hall argued that this had the effect of dividing white against black working-class people, who were blamed for the problems in society, rather than capitalism.
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The New Criminology is often referred to as critical criminology as it argues that the sociology of crime and deviance must be critical of the established capitalist order. It also takes on a more voluntaristic approach, arguing that individuals have free will and are able to commit crime for political reasons in response to the injustices of the capitalist system. The New Criminology provides a framework for research based on seven micro and macro factors which were adopted in order to produce a fully social theory. This approach was used by neo-Marxist Hall in his study on black muggers (see the Ethnicity and crime section).

Marxist subcultural theory, developed by the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, argued that working-class youth subcultures developed their styles of clothes, music and language as a form of resistance to social inequality.


	•  P. Cohen (1972) described how 1970s skinheads reacted to the decline of working-class communities through symbols, exaggerating the clothes of the traditional manual worker, such as Dr Martens boots, and asserted their working-class masculinity through football violence.

	•  Brake (1980) argued that such resistance is ‘magical’ — an illusion that only appears to solve their problems. He argued that each generation of working-class youth subcultures have resisted their exploited situation though different sorts of music, clothes and so on.

	•  Hebdige (1979) outlined how punks ‘resisted through rituals’ by deliberately shocking the establishment through their use of deviant symbols, such as Mohican haircuts, swastikas and bondage on clothing. However, he argued that the deviant styles that subcultures used would soon be commercialised by capitalism and available in high street retailers — such as commercial versions of punks’ DIY ripped jeans with safety pins quickly becoming available in Topshop.
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Evaluation


	•  + Marxist theory of crime demonstrates how the law reflects differences in power between social groups.

	•  + It highlights the impact of selective law enforcement and how corporate and white-collar crime is under-policed.

	•  + It has drawn attention to how inequality can lead to criminal behaviour.

	•  – Marxism is too deterministic and does not explain why not all working-class people who experience poverty commit crime.

	•  – The New Criminology accuses Marxism of being economically deterministic, arguing that not all crime is caused by economic factors.

	•  – The assumption that the end of capitalism will lead to the end of crime is rejected. Capitalism does not appear to be criminogenic in countries such as Japan or Singapore, which have a very low crime rate.

	•  – Traditional Marxist theory has been accused of ignoring the relationship between ethnicity and crime and deviance.

	•  – Left realists argue that, by focusing on the crimes of the powerful, Marxists neglect the fact that working-class people are the main victims of working-class crime.

	•  – Right realists agree and also argue that Marxism is too critical of the role of the police and the courts, which are a necessary part of social control.

	•  – Functionalists would argue that the law is applied equally and that there are numerous examples of the criminal justice system (CJS) acting against the interests of the ruling class, such as MPs’ expenses.

	•  – Feminists argue that different types of Marxist theory ignore the patriarchal nature of the law and social control.

	•  – The New Criminology group only provided a framework and did not conduct any research themselves. The ‘fully social analysis’ they advocated incorporates seven aspects of crime that were very complex.

	•  – The New Criminology has been criticised for its emphasis on the political nature of crimes, which is not useful for explaining crimes such as domestic violence and child abuse.

	•  – Marxist subcultural theory has been accused of underestimating how far youth subcultures are influenced by the consumerism and popular culture of the USA, such as ‘gangsta rap’ and ‘Nike identities’.
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Knowledge check 3

Outline two criticisms made by left realists of Marxist theories of crime.
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Exam tip

Relate right realism to the New Right views of Murray on the importance of the nuclear family and on it being undermined by the welfare state, creating a dependency culture. It is argued that social policies on reducing dependency, such as cutting benefits, can also reduce crime by encouraging individuals to be more self-reliant. Working people will be financially independent and less likely to be involved in street crime.
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Realist approaches to the causes of crime and deviance

Table 3 Similarities and differences between right and left realists




	Similarities
	Differences on the causes of crime



	Ideas
	Left realists
	Right realists





	Crime is a real, growing problem that is damaging communities, particularly in urban areas
	Relative deprivation Due to the media and consumerism, we are more aware of how deprived we are in relation to others. This may lead to crime as people feel resentment when they think others ‘unfairly’ have more than them, e.g. stealing the latest iPhone
	Biological differences Wilson and Herrnstein (1985) claim some people are naturally more aggressive, more extrovert and of low intelligence and so commit more crime due to biologically determined factors



	Individualism and the pursuit of self-interest lead to the breakdown of family structure and the community and can lead to crime
	Marginalisation Groups such as unemployed youth and minority ethnic groups may feel powerless as they have no one to represent them (leading to social exclusion). They may turn to crime such as vandalism or violence out of resentment or frustration
	Socialisation Some families, particularly lone-parent ones, fail to teach correct values such as self-control, often due to the lack of a male role model. Murray (1990) felt that there was a growing underclass who did not share the values of society and so were more likely to commit crime



	Realists agree that labelling and different Marxist theories are too sympathetic towards the working-class criminal
	Subculture As a consequence of relative deprivation and marginalisation, some working-class and black people may seek a collective response and form deviant subcultures. Due to their blocked opportunities, some may turn to street crime
	Rational choice Clarke (1980) argued that individuals rationally choose to commit crime because the costs are outweighed by the benefits. Felson (1998) argued that if a motivated offender was in the presence of a ‘capable guardian’ they would act rationally and not offend
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Exam tip

While right realists generally argue that poor values cannot be changed, Wilson and Herrnstein (1985) argued that individuals with a biological predisposition to commit crime can be ‘trained away’ from it with the right socialisation. However, the underlying causes of crime are very difficult to change.
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Exam tip

For a question on the views of realist theorists on the causes of crime, be prepared to refer to their different crime prevention strategies (see the section on realist approaches to crime prevention).
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Evaluation


	•  + Left realists have drawn attention towards the reality and fear of crime that exist for some deprived groups.

	•  + Both realist theories have been influential in social policies aimed at tackling crime (see the section on realist approaches to crime prevention).

	•  – Hughes (1991) argues that left realists fail to explain why some people who are relatively deprived commit crime and others do not.

	•  – By focusing on property crime and inner-city crime, left realists fail to provide evidence to support a representative theory of crime.

	•  – Left realists’ use of subcultural theory and the assumption that crime occurs when there is no value consensus has been criticised. Marxists would argue that left realism has strayed too far away from Marxist views in adopting functionalist concepts to explain crime.

	•  – Lilly et al. (2002) reject the biological argument of right realists. They found that only 3% of differences in offending could be explained by differences in intelligence levels.

	•  – While rational choice may be useful to explain some utilitarian crime, it cannot explain violent crime and crimes committed under the influence of alcohol or drugs.

	•  – There is a contradiction between criminals making rational choices and having low intelligence and being poorly socialised.

	•  – Marxists and left realists argue that right realists ignore wider structural causes of crime such as poverty and social exclusion.

	•  – Marxists argue that both realist theories neglect corporate crime, which is more damaging to society.
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Knowledge check 4

Outline two areas of agreement between left and right realists.
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The social construction of crime statistics


	•  Police crime statistics have been collected since 1857 and are now published quarterly by the government. The statistics are useful in showing patterns and trends in offending. However, there are a number of reasons why official crime statistics (OCS) may not show the real rate of crime:

	1  Crime may not be reported to the police for a number of reasons, such as fear of reprisals, distrust or lack of faith in the police, the trivial nature of the crime, and embarrassment.

	2  The police do not record all crimes due to reasons such as a lack of evidence, offences seen as too trivial, and the negative impact on their clear-up rates and chances of promotion.





	•  Another way of estimating patterns of offending is victim (or victimisation) surveys, in which individuals are asked for details about crimes committed against them, typically in the last year. The British Crimes Survey (BCS), now called the Crime Survey of England and Wales (CSEW), has been conducted by the government since 1981 and includes a large sample (now around 50,000 people).

	•  Both OCS and the BCS have revealed that crime increased rapidly between the mid-1980s and 1993 but has decreased since then. Figures from the CSEW in 2015 showed a 7% decrease in crime compared to the previous year, and the lowest estimate since the BCS began in 1981. Between 2015 and 2019 there has been no significant change in crime rates. The findings of the BCS/CSEW suggest that only a quarter of crimes are reported to the police, illustrating that police-recorded crimes may be only the tip of the iceberg in the case of some crimes.

	•  The BCS/CSEW and other victim surveys have revealed that the ‘fear of crime’ is increasing, particularly for those living in socially deprived areas. Despite the evidence to the contrary, two thirds of the respondents to the BCS/CSEW consistently state that they believe crime has increased a little or a lot over the last 15 years.

	•  Lea and Young used their own victim survey, the Islington Crime Survey (1986), to illustrate their ‘realist’ approach and to demonstrate that the fear of crime was a genuine fear among working-class people and other marginalised groups living in deprived areas. Unlike other Marxist-influenced approaches to crime, they argue that official statistics do reflect real patterns of crime.

	•  Despite the BCS/CSEW being more valid than OCS, as it includes crimes not reported to the police and so shows the ‘dark figure of crime’, it has a number of drawbacks:

	1  It does not survey all crimes. For example, it excludes theft committed against businesses, corporate crime and victimless crimes such as prostitution.

	2  It only recently included those under 16 years of age.

	3  People may not be aware that they are a victim of crime, e.g. children or in crimes such as fraud.

	4  Victims’ memories of crime may be inaccurate, e.g. due to the trauma experienced.

	5  Despite the survey being anonymous, people may not admit to being victims of crimes such as sexual offences.





	•  Self-report studies ask respondents to reveal crimes they have committed and provide another useful alternative to OCS. For example, they reveal that middle-class males are just as likely to offend as working-class males. However, these studies may lack validity due to respondents believing that their crimes might be reported to the police.
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Exam tip

For an essay involving theoretical explanations of crime for both class and ethnicity, be prepared to refer to the methodological approach adopted by left realists Lea and Young.

[image: ]





	•  OCS suggest that crime is largely a working-class phenomenon. The vast majority of the prison population are from socially deprived backgrounds and most people who appear in court are from working-class backgrounds. As has been outlined in the previous section, different sociological theories have different explanations regarding why members of the working class appear disproportionally in OCS. While those who adopt a positivist approach, such as functionalists, accept the validity of OCS in showing a realistic picture of crime, theories based on an interpretivist approach argue that OCS are socially constructed and are based on the institutional biases of the criminal justice system. Marxists would agree that the law is selectively enforced and would argue that offences associated with the middle class, such as white-collar crimes, are largely ignored, whereas working-class offences, such as street crime, are targeted by the police.
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Knowledge check 5

Outline two strengths of victim surveys.
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Summary

After studying these sections, you should be aware of sociological explanations of crime, deviance, social order and social control


	•  functionalism, strain and subcultural explanations

	•  Marxist and neo-Marxist explanations

	•  labelling theory and the social construction of crime

	•  right and left realist approaches to the causes of crime and deviance

	•  sociological explanations of patterns of crime in relation to social class, e.g. selective law enforcement and white-collar crime

	•  different methods of measuring crime: official crime statistics, and victimisation and self-report surveys
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Ethnicity and crime


	•  Black people, and to a lesser extent Asian people, are over-represented in OCS at all stages of the criminal justice system (CJS). In 2019, people from BAME (black, Asian and minority ethnic) backgrounds made up 25% of the prison population but only constituted 14% of the general population. Black people accounted for 13.7% of the prison population but only made up 2.7% of the general population. Conflict theories, such as interactionism and Marxism, argue that such statistics reflect levels of discrimination towards minority ethnic groups (MEGs) rather than real rates of offending and have made several criticisms of the CJS.

	•  Phillips and Browning (2007) argue that MEG communities are likely to feel ‘over-policed and under-protected’. This is reflected in statistics from 2018 showing that black people are eight times as likely (and Asian people three times as likely) as white people to be stopped and searched by the police. Phillips and Browning suggest that as a result of this deliberate targeting by the police, some black people act out the label of potential criminal and commit street crime.

	•  Holdaway (1983) observed a canteen culture in the police that was racist and influenced officers’ decisions to stop and search black people. Following the inquest into the death of the young black teenager Stephen Lawrence, the Macpherson Report (1999) concluded that there was institutional racism in the Metropolitan Police.

	•  However, the demographic explanation argues that statistics may just reflect the fact that MEGs are over-represented in population groups most likely to be stopped and searched, such as young people in inner-city areas. Waddington et al. (2004) found this to be the factor that shaped stop and search policies of the police rather than any racial discrimination.

	•  There is also evidence of racism in the judicial process. Hood (1992) found that black males were more likely to receive custodial sentences than white males for the same offences. While Asian people and black people are less likely to be found guilty than white people, this may be because police stereotyping leads to cases being brought to court against MEGs with weaker evidence.

	•  Victim surveys also tend to suggest higher rates of offending by black people. They also show a high level of intra-ethnic crime (i.e. crime that takes place within ethnic groups). Self-report studies, however, do not support the view that black people are more likely to offend than white people, and also show that Asian people are less likely to offend.
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	Theory
	Explanation
	Key concepts/studies





	Functionalist
	Lack of goals or institutional means. MEGs innovate due to the racism they experience
	Merton — MEGs experience anomie



	Right realist (New Right)
	Due to poor socialisation and in some cases being in a lone-parent family, some MEGs may be more likely to be part of an underclass and live a life of crime
	Murray (1990)





	Interactionist
	MEGs are more likely to be negatively labelled by agents of social control, and therefore appear disproportionately in crime statistics
	Phillips and Bowling (2007)




	Marxist
	MEGs are more likely to be working class and commit crime targeted by agents of social control
	Selective law enforcement



	Neo-Marxist
	

	1  Policing the Crisis — The police released statistics suggesting that black Britons were more likely to be involved in street crime. Black youth was a scapegoat used to divert attention away from the problems of capitalism. This led to more aggressive policing, e.g. stop and search policy

	2  Gilroy — ‘The myth of black criminality’. Police target young black Britons. Their crime is politically motivated and is a reaction to racism



	

	1  Hall (1978)


	2  Gilroy (1982)








	Left realist
	OCS reflect real differences in MEG offending.

	Lea and Young (1993) — MEG crime is caused by:

	•  relative deprivation

	•  marginalisation

	•  criminal subculture
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	•  Left realists reject interactionist and neo-Marxist views that OCS are socially constructed and instead argue that they reflect real fears, e.g. about mugging. They argue that while police racism exists, it cannot on its own explain ethnic patterns of crime, such as why conviction rates for Asian people are lower than those for black people.

	•  Hall has been criticised for assuming that white working-class people were ‘panicking’ and blaming crime on black people and for not explaining how the moral panic was created.

	•  Gilroy’s view of black crime as being political has been criticised for failing to acknowledge that most black crime is committed against other black people and therefore cannot be politically motivated.

	•  Left realists have been criticised for underestimating the impact of police racism. For example, there has been an increase in the Muslim prison population from 7.7% in 2002 to 16% in 2019, which conflict theorists would argue is linked to Muslims being viewed as the new ‘enemy within’ by the authorities since 9/11.
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Gender and crime


Female crime


	•  According to the Prison Reform Trust, women made up less than 5% of the prison population in 2019. In 2018, males accounted for 85% of all arrests made. There are significant gender differences in offending. Males are much more likely to be convicted of violent or sexual offences whereas 82% of females entering prison in 2018 had convictions for non-violent offences. Theft and handling offences were the two highest offences for which women received custodial sentences.

	•  One explanation as to why women appear less in the OCS is the chivalry thesis developed by Pollock (1950), which argues that the CJS is more lenient towards women. This is due to males being socialised into being protective towards females.

	•  Evidence from self-report studies supports the view that women are treated more leniently. Campbell (1981) and Graham and Bowling (1993) both discovered that females committed a lot more crime than the OCS suggested. Campbell also found that women were more likely than males to be cautioned for committing the same offence.

	•  However, evidence from Box’s (1981) self-report study suggests that women who commit serious offences are not treated more leniently than males. Farrington and Morris (1983) found that this was also the case in magistrates’ courts.

	•  In terms of sexual offences, evidence suggests that the CJS is biased against women. Casborn (1985) and Heidensohn (1996) found that courts are more severe on female juveniles when it comes to crimes related to sexual promiscuity. Walklate (2001) argued that in rape cases it is often the female victim rather than the male offender who is on trial.
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	•  Whether chivalry in the CJS exists is open to debate, but it is clear that women have a lower offending rate than males. A number of explanations have been put forward for this:

	1  Functionalist sex role theory Parsons (1955) argues that differences in crime and deviance are due to differential socialisation in the family, such as girls being brought up to fulfil the expressive role and boys being encouraged to be tough and take risks. While early feminist explanations such as those of Smart (1977) accept the significance of differential socialisation, they argue that it reflects patriarchy and needs to be changed. Feminists are also critical of functionalists for basing their ideas on biological assumptions about females being more naturally responsible for caring for others.

	2  Patriarchal control Heidensohn (1985) argues that women have fewer opportunities to commit crime because they are socially controlled by patriarchy. This happens in three ways:

	•  In the home Due to the traditional roles of housewife and mother, women have less opportunity for crime. Daughters are also more closely controlled in the family, for instance being given less freedom to go out at night.

	•  In public Women are less likely to go into public places where deviance occurs, particularly at night due to a fear of violence such as sexual attacks. Women’s behaviour is also controlled through the fear of acquiring a bad reputation, such as being a ‘slag’ or ‘bitch’.

	•  In the workplace Women’s lack of opportunities in the workplace, illustrated by the gender pay gap and the glass ceiling, mean that women will have fewer opportunities for crime, particularly white-collar crime. Heidensohn quotes research which found that as many as 60% of women have suffered some form of sexual harassment at work, showing this to be another form of patriarchal control experienced by many women.





	3  Class and gender ‘deals’ Drawing on Hirschi’s (1969) control theory (see the section on realist approaches to crime prevention), Carlen (1988) argues that working-class women commit crime only when they lack the controls that prevent most females from doing so. The two main controls are the class deal (financial security) and the gender deal (emotional attachment to family life). In a study of 39 women who had been convicted of crime, 32 had always been in poverty (lacking the class deal) and most had either been in care or had experienced some form of sexual violence (lacking the gender deal). Carlen concluded that for these women, crime was a rational response to the lack of class and/or gender deals and was the only route to a decent living. Both Heidensohn and Carlen combine feminist and control theories to explain why females commit less crime. However, as Heidensohn acknowledges, control theory can be criticised for portraying women as passive victims. As well as being dated, Carlen’s study is small-scale so may not be representative.

	4  Liberation theory According to Adler (1975), increasing rates of female crime can be explained by women’s liberation. As society becomes less patriarchal, women will have greater confidence and opportunities to commit the same crimes as men. Denscombe (2001) suggests that young females are engaging in more risk-taking behaviour and are adopting more traditionally male attitudes such as ‘looking hard’.

	5  The feminisation of poverty Rather than liberation, some feminists point to the increased marginalisation of women since the 1980s as they have become more likely than men to experience poverty due to low pay and benefit reductions. Heidensohn (2002) argues that most female criminals are working class and commit crimes such as shoplifting and prostitution out of economic necessity rather than liberation.
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Masculinity and crime


	•  Messerschmidt (1993) argues that crime and deviance are one way that men can accomplish masculinity. The dominant form of masculinity that boys are socialised into is hegemonic masculinity, which stresses differences from women and is defined by goals such as: being a breadwinner; having power over others, particularly females; treating females as sexual objects; toughness and risk-taking behaviour. Some men may not want to achieve these goals (e.g. gay men) or may be unable to achieve them and may turn to crime to accomplish different (or subordinated) masculinities. For example, white working-class males who may underachieve may develop anti-school cultures based on toughness or non-conformity to achieve a subordinated masculinity in school, whereas black working-class boys may turn to violent street gangs outside of school.

	•  Messerschmidt notes that middle-class men may also be motivated by a masculine value system but will turn to white-collar or corporate crime to accomplish hegemonic masculinity.

	•  Messerschmidt has been criticised for not explaining why only a minority of men turn to crime to accomplish their hegemonic masculinity goals. It is also argued that masculinity may be just one way that crime is expressed, e.g. toughness, rather than being a cause of crime.

	•  In the late (or post) modern era, deindustrialisation has meant that some working-class men can no longer achieve their masculinity through traditional forms of employment. Winlow’s (2001) study of bouncers in Sunderland illustrates how the ‘night-time economy’ has provided them with opportunities to demonstrate their masculinity through violence as well as additional ‘perks’ to their paid work in the form of money through illegal activities such as drug dealing.
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	•  patterns of crime in relation to gender and ethnicity

	•  sociological explanations of patterns of crime in relation to ethnicity, e.g. racism and the criminal justice system

	•  sociological explanations of patterns of crime in relation to females, e.g. the chivalry thesis, sex role theory and feminism

	•  sociological explanations of patterns of crime in relation to males, e.g. masculinity and crime
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Globalisation and crime


	•  Globalisation, the increasing interconnectedness of societies, has been spread by a number of factors such as the growth of global media, global markets, mass migration and tourism. Held et al. (1999) suggest that globalisation has led to the spread of transnational organised crime, creating new opportunities for existing crime but also creating new ways of committing crime. For example, greater communication and travel have enabled the drugs industry to transcend national boundaries. Other examples include human and arms trafficking, cybercrime, green crime and international terrorism.

	•  In 1988 Castells suggested that the global criminal economy was worth over £1 trillion per year. The illegal drugs trade illustrates how global criminal networks have developed to meet the demands of the West. The supply of drugs is met by farmers in countries such as Colombia, who will make more money growing illegal crops to meet this demand than by growing conventional crops. As a result, cocaine production outsells all of Colombia’s other exports combined.

	•  Hobbs (1998) argues that crime is no longer just local but ‘glocal’, as it involves networks of people across the globe. Rather than being based on old mafia-style fixed hierarchies, criminal networks are increasingly more fluid. As well as drugs, other examples of glocal trade are trafficking women and children for prostitution and slavery, and smuggling legal and stolen goods to sell on foreign markets.

	•  Glenny (2008) traces the spread of modern transnational crime to the break-up of the Soviet Union and Eastern bloc and the simultaneous deregulation of global markets. In Russia this created opportunities for a new capitalist class (often ex-Communist officials) to make vast sums of money selling the country’s natural resources, such as gas, on global markets. To protect their wealth these ‘oligarchs’ turned to new ‘McMafias’, comprised of ex-Communist secret service employees, police and former criminals. Again, these criminal networks were not organised like the traditional Mafia, and groups such as the Chechens would even ‘franchise’ their business to other parts of the globe.

	•  From a Marxist perspective, Taylor (1997) looks at the impact of transnational corporations (TNCs) on global crime. Globalisation has allowed TNCs to more easily switch production to developing countries. This not only exploits workers in low-wage countries but creates unemployment and poverty in countries from which production has shifted, leading to an increase in domestic crime. Deregulation and the fact that global crime is difficult to police have made it easier for elite groups and TNCs to commit crimes such as tax evasion.

	•  Beck (1992) argues that the new insecurities of the late-modern era have led to a global risk consciousness, in relation to threats such as migration or global terrorism. The public demand to deal with such risks, often fuelled by sensationalist media coverage, has led to Western governments increasing methods of social control, for example through tighter border controls and the use of surveillance technology (see the Liquid surveillance section).
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Green crime


	•  Green crimes are crimes against the environment. These crimes can have a negative impact on both humanity and the environment.

	•  Due to globalisation, green crime is on the increase as a result of the planet being a single ecosystem. Environmental disasters, such as the nuclear accident in Chernobyl and the BP oil spillage in the Gulf of Mexico, are not restricted to nation-state boundaries.

	•  Conflict theorists such as Marxists would argue that green crime is largely committed by powerful groups such as BP and other TNCs that work hand in hand with powerful elites, e.g. politicians in government.

	•  Late-modern theorist Beck argues that we are living in a ‘global-risk society’ that has been brought about by efforts to meet the increased demands for consumer goods. The resultant increase in production has led to ‘manufactured risks’, such as the increase in greenhouse gas emissions which contribute to global warming.

	•  Green criminology transgresses (oversteps) the boundaries of traditional criminology, which only studies patterns and causes of law-breaking. Radical criminologist White (2008) suggests that current laws are inadequate and that green crime should be defined as any crime that causes harm even if it is not illegal. He argues that green crimes such as deforestation of the rainforests are not being adequately dealt with by internal law, due to the influence of TNCs such as McDonald’s.

	•  White also argues that green criminology takes an ecocentric view, which sees environmental harm as being interconnected with the future of human well-being. This contrasts with the anthropocentric view favoured by TNCs that humans have a right to exploit the resources of the planet, including animals, for their own benefit.

	•  South (2008) suggests that there are two types of green crime:

	1  Primary green crimes are the direct result of the destruction and degradation of the Earth’s resources, e.g. air pollution, deforestation, abusing animal rights and water pollution.

	2  Secondary green crimes involve the flouting of existing laws and regulations, e.g. dumping toxic waste and breaching health and safety rules, such as in the cases of Bhopal and Chernobyl.
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	•  + Green crime draws attention to the increase in manufactured global risks and global environmental concerns.

	•  + It identifies the need to address the impact of environmental damage to both humans and the other species on the planet.

	•  – Green crime’s emphasis on harm means that it is based on subjective opinions. There are no clear boundaries in terms of defining or studying green crime.
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Human rights and state crimes


	•  State crimes are illegal activities that break national or international laws and which are carried out by or on behalf of governments. McLaughlin (2001) outlines four types of state crime:

	1  Political crimes, e.g. corruption and censorship of the media, carried out by politicians and civil servants

	2  Crimes by the police, armed services and secret services, e.g. deaths in police custody, torture and ethnic cleansing

	3  Economic crime, e.g. official violations of health and safety laws

	4  Social and cultural crimes, e.g. institutional racism





	•  Schwendinger (1970) argues that crime should be viewed as a violation of people’s basic human rights, not just the breaking of laws, and that definitions of state crime should include human rights crimes. He suggests that states are guilty of committing crimes if they deny people equal opportunities by practising imperialism, racism, sexism, homophobia and economic exploitation.

	•  However, critics argue that Schwendinger’s definition of human rights is too broad as he suggests that any violation of human rights should be defined as illegal. S. Cohen (1996; 2001) is critical of Schwendinger’s view that state crime should include violations of human rights. He argues that there is no clear agreement that practices such as economic exploitation are criminal. There is also limited agreement on what counts as human rights. Cohen also argues that, due to the power of governments and their ability to conceal and legitimate their crimes, the extent of state control is difficult to measure and, as a result, such crime is more ‘invisible’ than conventional crime.

	•  Cohen applies Sykes and Matza’s techniques of neutralisation (see the Functionalism, strain and subcultural theories section) to examine how the state justifies its crimes against human rights. For example, the Nazi concentration camp guards would use ‘denial of responsibility’ by claiming that they were simply obeying orders. Government secret services may ‘appeal to higher loyalties’ by imprisoning people without trial in the name of national security.

	•  Critical criminologists such as Marxists would argue that powerful groups within the state are able to define their activities as legal. For example, as well as having the power to cover up their crimes through issuing legal restrictions on the media, governments are able to define what counts as a war crime. The use of military torture and the invasion of countries such as Iraq can be portrayed by UK and US governments as a necessary part of the ‘war on terror’.

	•  Critics of this view would argue that so-called state crimes are not in fact criminal. They would reject the notion of ‘state crime’ and would argue that acts such as increased censorship and the curtailing of the human rights of suspected terrorists are necessary if committed in the national interest.
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The media and crime


Media representations of crime


	•  Interactionists argue that rather than being objective and impartial, the news is socially constructed and is dependent to a large extent on the news values of journalists and other media personnel. A key news value that helps to explain why crime and deviance make up such a large and disproportionate amount of news coverage is ‘negativity’: bad news is good news.

	•  However, as Felson (1998) states, media reporting of crime is distorted, and he argues that it reinforces a number of fallacies or falsehoods about crime. These include: all age groups are involved in crime; middle-class people are more likely to be victims of crime; the police are more efficient than they seem; and criminals are ingenious rather than opportunistic. Felson argues that the dramatic fallacy exaggerates violent and extraordinary crimes, promoting a fear of crime, particularly among vulnerable groups such as elderly people and women. Such fallacies are reinforced by fictional representations of crime in television programmes, e.g. by the emphasis on violent and sexual crimes in crime dramas.
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The media as a possible cause of crime


	•  There has been much debate as to whether media content can have a negative effect on the behaviour of the audience, particularly vulnerable groups such as children. The hypodermic syringe model (HSM) argues that there is a direct correlation between violence and antisocial behaviour portrayed in film, song lyrics and computer games.

	•  Newson (1994) argues that long exposure to violence over the course of young people’s lives has led to them becoming desensitised to violence, i.e. they have become socialised into accepting violent behaviour as normal. However, Buckingham (1993) claims that children are media literate and are able to differentiate between fictional violence in computer games and real-life violence. Cumberbatch (2004) reviewed over 3,500 research studies and felt that the evidence on the impact of media violence was inconclusive.

	•  In addition to imitation of violence, the media have been seen to influence crime and deviance in a number of other ways, such as glamorising crime and providing information on how to commit crime. Jewkes (2003) also draws attention to how new types of media such as the internet have led to new opportunities for crime, particularly cybercrime such as e-mail scams, data theft and illegal pornography. Jewkes also points to how new technology has given governments greater powers of surveillance, such as CCTV cameras and digital fingerprinting (see the Liquid surveillance section).





Moral panics (MPs)






	Stage
	Cohen’s mods and rockers





	

	1  Media report on an event in an exaggerated way


	



	

	2  Reporting demonises the group as folk devils using symbolisation


	



	

	3  Moral entrepreneurs react to the media reports


	



	

	4  The media predict further trouble


	



	

	5  The authorities stamp down hard on the group


	



	

	6  The group reacts to this response


	



	

	7  The self-fulfilling prophecy and the deviance amplification spiral are complete


	







	•  Cohen argued that MPs occur at a time of ‘moral crisis’ when society is undergoing major social change. The media portrayed members of the new ‘immoral’ youth subcultures as folk devils, as they were viewed as challenging the traditional authority that they felt ‘decent’ people should subscribe to.

	•  Functionalists view MPs as a way in which society responds to anomie brought about by rapid social change. By focusing people’s attention and moral outrage at the behaviour of the folk devil, the media can help uphold social solidarity and ensure that the public demand action to re-establish the status quo.

	•  Neo-Marxist Hall (1978) argues that MPs have ideological functions. He argues that the MP over black muggers divided the white working class against the black working class and, as a result, diverted attention away from the problems that were being faced by capitalism at the time (such as high unemployment).

	•  Left realists reject the view that MPs are simply the result of ruling-class ideology or the result of the biased news values of journalists. They argue that MPs reflect real concerns of marginalised groups, such as those living in inner-city areas.

	•  An alternative view is that journalists create MPs to sell more newspapers when there is a lack of news stories available.

	•  The strength of MPs from an interactionist perspective is that they have identified the role of the media in the social construction of crime and deviance.

	•  McRobbie and Thornton (1995) are critical of MPs and argue that they are outdated. With the advent of new technology, such as 24-hour rolling news, they are becoming harder to sustain. It is argued that in the late-modern era, MPs have less impact as the audience is now more active and able to challenge and reject media presentations of the news.
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	•  how globalisation has created new opportunities for and ways of committing crime, e.g. transnational organised crime, global criminal organisations and crimes of the powerful

	•  different types of green crime and green criminology

	•  human rights and sociological explanations of state crime

	•  media representations of crime, and the media as a cause of crime and moral panics
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Crime control, punishment and victims


Realist approaches to crime prevention






	Similarities
	Differences
	 



	 
	Left realists
	Right realists





	Need to get tough on crime
	Need to get tough on the causes of crime
	Crime cannot be solved, just controlled



	The fear of crime is a rational response. Official statistics are reliable and show real patterns of crime and victimisation
	Social and community crime prevention (SCCP)

	Situational crime prevention (SCP)




	Wilson and Kelling and left realists agree that a lack of community and informal controls can lead to crime
	Community-based policing

	Environmental crime prevention (ECP)




	Marxists would argue they both focus on street crime and ignore corporate crime
	Selective law enforcement does exist, e.g. institutional racism occurs and policing needs to be improved
	The police are professional and impartial and are an important part of the practical solution to reduce crime
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Specific policies


SCP





ECP




SCCP
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	•  – While there is evidence that it can reduce certain types of crime by increasing the risks and effort of committing crime, a major criticism of SCP is displacement. Crime is not reduced, as criminals will rationally respond to target hardening by moving to where targets are softer. Chaiken et al. (1974) found that in New York a crackdown on subway robberies simply displaced them to the streets above.

	•  + Evidence also suggests that ECP policies are effective. For example, in New York between 1993 and 1996 zero tolerance policies arguably led to a dramatic decline in most crimes (homicide rates fell by 50%).

	•  – However, other reasons have been suggested for this reduction, such as a fall in unemployment, crack cocaine being less available, and the NYPD (City of New York Police Department) employing 7,000 extra officers.

	•  – The zero tolerance policy of ‘three strikes and you’re out’ has led to a dramatic increase in the prison population in the USA. High rates of recidivism (repeat offending) would suggest that tougher sentencing does not act as a deterrent and is not an effective policy of crime prevention.

	•  – SCCP policies are often long-term solutions and it is difficult to measure their specific impact on crime reduction.

	•  – Critics of left realist policies, such as right realists, argue that they are ‘too soft’ on criminals. They argue that individuals make rational choices to commit crimes and that crime is not caused by society.
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Punishment and the role of prisons and surveillance


	•  Punishment, especially prison, is thought to reduce crime in the following ways:

	1  Deterrence Right realists argue that prison will increase the cost as against the benefit of crime, therefore deterring the criminal from making the rational choice to commit a crime.

	2  Incapacitation Right realists argue that prison is important as it removes the criminals from society so they cannot offend again.

	3  Rehabilitation Others see punishment such as prison as an opportunity to reform criminals through education and training so that they do not return to crime in the future.





	•  Functionalists such as Durkheim (1893) see the CJS as acting in the interests of society as a whole. He argues that public punishment of crimes is good for society because it leads to social solidarity and consensus as people come together to condemn the criminal. Durkheim felt that in traditional societies punishment tended to be based on retributive justice, which tends to be severe and based on revenge: ‘an eye for an eye’. However, in a modern society punishment is more likely to be based on restitutive justice — aiming to restore the situation, such as by paying compensation to repair the damage caused by the crime.

	•  Marxists see punishment as serving the interests of capitalism by maintaining the existing capitalist social order and keeping the workers under control. Althusser (1971) argues that punishment is part of the repressive state apparatus that, along with the police and the CJS, is used to uphold the interests of the capitalist class, e.g. the protection of private property. Just like the law, Marxists would argue that punishment is selectively enforced. Rusche and Kirchheimer (1939) argue that as the interests of the ruling class change, so do the forms of punishment. The introduction of prisons was useful in early capitalism for training workers to the discipline of long hours in alienating and poor working conditions and to deal with periods of high unemployment.

	•  Despite New Labour’s emphasis on being ‘tough on the causes of crime’, it agreed with the right realist approach of the Conservatives that there should be a strong emphasis on punishment. Subsequently, since the 1980s the UK prison population has steadily increased (from 60,000 in 1997 to 84,000 in 2019). Garland (2001) described the reliance on prisons as a form of punishment as an era of ‘mass incarceration’; in the USA this applied particularly to young black males. However, the high rates of recidivism (repeat offending) suggest that prison as a policy of crime control and prevention does not work. For the two thirds of prisoners who reoffend, prison clearly fails to act as a deterrent or perform the function of rehabilitation. Garland suggests that in the late-modern period the failure of such policies has led governments to be more concerned with creating the perception that they are managing rather than preventing crime (such as referring to official statistics that crime rates are falling).

	•  Surveillance as a form of social control and crime control has been expanding quietly for many decades and is now a growing feature of modern life. Foucault (1977) argues that the nature of social control (or discipline, as he refers to it) has changed from public punishments to the body, such as executions, to more subtle forms of punishment, particularly in late modernity. As well as being carried out by a greater range of agents of social control than just the police, punishments now seek to control the mind as well as the body. Foucault argues that this disciplinary power is achieved though surveillance, which he felt was illustrated by the panopticon (meaning ‘all-seeing place’) whereby the design of the prison allowed guards to watch prisoners in their cells without being seen. This resulted in a form of self-surveillance — the prisoners would behave as they had no way of knowing whether the guards were watching them.

	•  Cohen (1985) agreed with Foucault’s idea that social control has now spread to more agents of social control, such as youth offending workers and even schools and private companies. Cohen (in Innes, 2003) argues that as a result of the increase in community-based controls such as antisocial behaviour orders (ASBOs), the CJS and the authorities have been able to cast the ‘net of control’ over more people. Like Foucault, Cohen argues that this has led to the use of more subtle controls such as CCTV, electronic tagging and curfews. This links to the increased use of surveillance in crime control in the late-modern era.
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Liquid surveillance


	•  In the late-modern era, societies are more ‘fluid’ and their citizens, who are always on the move, are continually monitored, tracked and traced through CCTV, passwords and coded controls on buildings. Bauman and Lyon (2013) argue that this liquid surveillance is flexible and mobile and is spreading into more areas of life:

	1  As travellers — passport control with body scanners and biometric checks, chips in passports, checking-in by smartphone

	2  As consumers — strategies such as monitoring searches and cookies, customer databases, using smartphones to scan QR (quick response) codes or when purchasing goods

	3  As users of social media — by exchanging personal information such as personal profiles





	•  Whereas surveillance used to be solid and more fixed, such as in prisons, Bauman argues that it is now post-panoptical: the ‘watchers’ no longer need to be present and can escape beyond reach. While the details of our daily lives become more transparent to the organisations watching us, their activities become increasingly difficult to discern. In terms of social media, the loss of personal data to ‘friends’ illustrates how individual security may have to be sacrificed by individuals in order to partake in the ‘cyberworld’.

	•  Bauman and Lyon argue that the key metaphor for liquid surveillance is ‘big brother’ and that power can now move with the ‘speed of an electrical button’. They argue that as well as privacy issues, liquid surveillance also involves issues of justice and human rights. They point to how ‘Arabs and Muslims’ are subjected to more ‘random’ security checks at airports than other groups. They also argue that the ever-increasing use of drone surveillance can be abused by powerful groups and nations, and provides no shelter for those spied upon.
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Victimisation



	•  Positivist victimology As suggested by Miers (1989), positivist victimology focuses on interpersonal crimes of violence, attempts to identify the factors that produce patterns in victimisation and explains how victims have contributed to their own victimisation. In relation to the latter, factors which can lead to victimisation have been identified, for example low intelligence and actions such as being the first person to use violence. Positivist victimology has been criticised for victim blaming and for failing to examine less visible crime, such as state and green crime.

	•  Critical (or radical) victimology This criticises positivist victimology for failing to take account of structural inequalities. Mawby and Walklate (1994) argue that victimisation is a form of structural powerlessness. Just as with crime, critical victimology argues that the idea of being a victim is socially constructed. Christie (1986) states that the stereotypical ‘ideal victim’ in society is generally weak, innocent and blameless and is the target of an attack by a stranger. Critical criminology points to how the CJS can deny a victim their status by not applying the label of victim. Tombs and White (2007) have pointed to the ideological nature of this. For example, by failing to press charges against employers for industrial injury, the crimes of capitalism remain hidden. Similarly, feminists argue that by not pressing charges in cases of domestic violence, the crime stays invisible and women are denied the status of victim and the right to any redress. Positivist victimology would criticise critical victimology for failing to acknowledge that victims bring their victimisation on themselves.
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Patterns of victimisation


	1  Men are almost twice as likely as women to become victims of violent crime, despite women having a greater fear of crime.

	2  Women are more likely to be the victims of domestic violence and sexual attacks than men.

	3  Young males aged between 16 and 24 experience most violent crime.

	4  Minority ethnic groups, particularly those of mixed race, are more likely to be at risk of being a victim of crime than white people.

	5  The poorest groups, such as unemployed people and homeless people, are more likely to be victims of crime than other social groups.
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	•  right and left realist crime prevention strategies

	•  sociological explanations of the role of punishment, the criminal justice system and other agencies such as prisons

	•  surveillance as a form of social and crime control, including liquid surveillance

	•  positivist and critical victimology and patterns of victimisation
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Theory and methods



Consensus, conflict, structural and social action theories


Functionalism


	•  Functionalism is a ‘macro’, large-scale structural theory that tends to use positivist methods to understand society and uncover the impact of social forces on individuals’ behaviour. Durkheim (1897), who laid the foundations for modern functionalism, used a scientific approach to demonstrate how suicide was a social fact caused by factors external to the individual (see the section on sociology as a science).

	•  Parsons (1951) developed Durkheim’s ideas into a systematic theory of society. The starting point is the organic analogy. Just like a living organism, society is made of interconnected and interdependent parts. Just as different parts of the body, such as the heart and brain, must work together to bring about good health, so different institutions, such as the family and the education system, must work together to bring about and maintain social order.

	•  Parsons argues that society has four basic needs (or functional prerequisites) that are met by four different subsystems:

	1  Adaptation Society has to provide a basic standard of living. Subsystem: economic, through institutions such as factories and the banking system.

	2  Goal attainment Society has to have decision-making procedures. Subsystem: political, through institutions such as political parties.

	3  Integration Society must develop institutions to ensure shared goals and reduce conflict. Subsystems: education, religion and the media.

	4  Latency Relates to how individuals are able to cope with society over time. Subsystem: kinship, through institutions such as the family. Parsons divides latency into pattern maintenance, such as families socialising their members into acceptable forms of behaviour and roles, and tension management, which ensures people are motivated to perform their roles and not oppose society.





	•  Functionalism argues that in order for the various parts of society to work together there must be value consensus. Basic norms and values, such as basic manners, are passed down through primary socialisation in the family, while agents of secondary socialisation, such as the education system, socialise children into the wider culture and the values of achievement and competition that are required in the workplace. In addition to socialisation, value consensus and social integration are also achieved though social control. This can occur through informal agencies of social control, for example the family using positive sanctions such as rewards, or through punishments administered by formal agencies of social control such as the criminal justice system.

	•  Both Durkheim and Parsons argue that industrialisation led to a change from a traditional to a modern society. Parsons argues that different pattern variables (typical patterns of norms) exist in each society. The pattern variables that existed in traditional societies, such as collective orientation and ascribed status (i.e. status fixed at birth), were replaced in a modern society by individualism and achieved status. However, functionalists believe that social change is evolutionary. Parsons argues that a process of structural differentiation occurs whereby institutions gradually develop to meet the needs of society. For example, in a modern society some of the functions performed by the kinship system, such as providing skills for future jobs, have been taken over by other institutions such as the education system.
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Merton — an internal critique


	•  Merton (1957), a functionalist, argues that Parsons was wrong to assume that all institutions were functional for all parts of society. He argues that some institutions could be dysfunctional for society, such as religion leading to conflict and division in society. Merton also disagrees with Parsons’ view that all institutions, such as the nuclear family, are functionally indispensable. He argues that there may be functional alternatives, such as same-sex parents being able to fulfil the function of effective socialisation. Merton feels that Parsons’ analysis of society is too simplistic. For example, not all institutions are interdependent and there may be latent (hidden) functions as well as manifest (intended) ones.
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	•  + Functionalism shows the macro influence of society over the individual.

	•  + Value consensus does exist in society. Different institutions do work together.

	•  – Functionalists such as Durkheim were not as scientific as is claimed. For example, he did not operationalise concepts such as integration in his study of suicide.

	•  – Marxists argue that functionalists ignore conflict and differences in power in society.

	•  – Interactionists and postmodernists argue that people are more reflexive (see page 36) and are not puppets whose actions are determined by pattern variables such as universalistic norms in schools (illustrated by students rejecting teacher labels).

	•  – Postmodernism regards functionalism as a metanarrative that cannot explain the diversity that exists in values in society today.

	•  – Conflict theorists and postmodernists would argue that functionalism overemphasises the level of consensus in society. For example, feminists claim that, as well as ignoring patriarchy, functionalists fail to explain differing attitudes towards gender roles in society today.

	•  – Functionalists’ view of social change is criticised, particularly by Marxists, who argue that change can be revolutionary as well as evolutionary.
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Marxism


	•  Like functionalism, Marxism is a macro, structural perspective that attempts to study the influence of social institutions over individuals in a scientific manner. Rather than it being based on consensus, however, Marx argued that capitalist society is based on conflict between two social classes, the bourgeoisie (Bs), who own the means of production, and the proletariat (Ps), the working class who hire out their labour in return for a wage. The Bs seek to maximise profits, or surplus value, by exploiting the Ps, leading to inequalities in income and wealth. Marx argued that this inequality would increase over time and lead to a polarisation of the classes, which would eventually lead to revolution.

	•  Marx argued that because the Bs owned the infrastructure (the economic base) of society, they were able to have control over other institutions in society contained in the superstructure, such as the family, religion, the media and the education system. The function of the superstructure was to pass on ruling-class ideology to the Ps and help reproduce and legitimise the inequalities that existed in a capitalist society. As a result, the Ps were lulled into a false class consciousness as they were ‘brainwashed’ into believing that capitalism was fair and were unable to see through the oppression they suffered. Marx argued that eventually the Ps would become a ‘class for itself’ and wake up to the exploitation and inequality they faced, and would collectively overthrow capitalism and replace it with a classless communist society.

	•  Like Durkheim, Marx felt society should be studied in a scientific way. He described his theory as ‘scientific socialism’. This can be seen in his theory of social change, referred to as historical materialism. He argued that the nature of class conflict and exploitation that exists between two social groups in every time period (epoch) changes over time. For example, in ancient society it was based on slavery, which changed to the ownership of land in the feudal period. Marx’s ‘hypothesis’ was that after the proletariat revolution, there would be the establishment of the last epoch, communism, which would lead to an end to the exploitation and alienation that existed in capitalism.
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	•  + Marxism explains inequality in society. Workplace exploitation does occur.

	•  + It shows how society, particularly economic factors, influences individuals.

	•  + It provides an explanation for how conflict in society developed over time.

	•  – Functionalists would argue that there is too much emphasis on conflict and that there are examples of capitalism benefiting all society, such as the welfare state and improvements in the standard of living. They argue that shared values do exist and that there is consensus in society.

	•  – The revolution that Marx predicted has not occurred; capitalism has grown stronger and, as a result of globalisation, has spread across the world.

	•  – When communist regimes have been established they have been unsuccessful, such as in China and the USSR. Marxists would counter this by arguing that they were not truly communist states.

	•  – Class polarisation has not occurred. As Weber argues, the middle classes have grown considerably, contrary to Marx’s prediction.

	•  – Feminists argue that Marxists ignore gender inequality, such as the gender pay gap.

	•  – Social action theorists argue that Marxism ignores the influence of the individual on society.
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Neo-Marxism


	•  Neo-Marxists Althusser and Gramsci (compared in Table 7) are critical of the economic determinism of traditional Marxism and both develop the theory of ideology. Gramsci, to an extent, adopts a micro, social action approach. He argues that individual ideas can exist independently of both the infrastructure and superstructure and that the Ps can to some extent see through the dominant ideology and can challenge the hegemony of the Bs.

	•  Althusser adopts a macro, structural approach and argues that what will lead to social change is not people’s actions but conflicts within the social structure, between economic, political and ideological levels. Althusser argues that there are two means through which the state reproduces capitalism: repressive state apparatuses (RSAs) such as the police and prisons, and ideological state apparatuses (ISAs) such as education and the media.







	Gramsci — humanist
	 
	Althusser — structuralist





	Humans have free will and are active. People’s conscious ideas can lead to social change
	Disagree
	This is an illusion. Macro, structural factors will cause social change. People are puppets controlled by ideology



	The working class can become class conscious and can see through dominant ideology
	Disagree
	This is a false consciousness constructed by ISAs — e.g. the myth of meritocracy in education



	Working-class protests can lead to change — the proletariat can construct a counter-hegemonic bloc of leadership based on socialist principles
	Disagree
	The crisis in capitalism can lead to change as a result of contradictions between the three structures: economic, political and ideological



	Coercion — force Ps to accept the rule of the Bs via police, the army and the courts
	Agree
	RSAs — these coerce the Ps to comply with the will of the Bs



	Consent — the media, religion, education and so on persuade the Ps to accept the rule of the ruling class
	Agree
	ISAs — these ideologically manipulate the Ps to see capitalism as legitimate



	Rejects economic determinism of Marx
	Agree
	Rejects economic determinism of Marx






	•  The term the Frankfurt School refers to other neo-Marxist sociologists who developed Marxist theory. Marcuse (1964) argues that Marx did not take account of the key role that the media play in shaping and manipulating our needs, e.g. through advertising. He argues that the media also divert the attention of the working class away from the injustices of capitalism by promoting trivial forms of entertainment, as seen in ‘reality’ television programmes today.

	•  A different type of neo-Marxism using a postmodern framework is developed by Harvey (1990). He argues that, since the 1970s, capitalism has moved into a different stage as a result of factors such as globalisation and the move in the economy from manufacturing to the service sector. This has led to what Harvey calls ‘flexible accumulation’. This involves new ways of achieving profits, such as exploiting the labour power in developing countries to produce cheap goods, requiring a more flexible workforce (e.g. through zero-hour contracts), and making technologically based products such as tablets and mobile phones. Harvey points to other effects of these changes on capitalism, such as transnational companies being more important than nation-states, and gender, ethnicity and religion replacing social class as the main forms of division and inequality in society.
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Social action theory


	•  Social action theories reject structural, macro theories and argue that society is constructed through people’s interactions and meanings (such as in the labelling process). Theories such as symbolic interactionism (the full name for interactionism) are micro, small-scale theories that tend to use interpretivist methods and reject the positivist approach adopted by structural theories. Social action theory argues that individuals, rather than being controlled like puppets by the nature of capitalist society (as Marxists argue) or pattern variables (as Parsons suggests), make their own choices and that society is constructed from people’s meanings and interpretations. For example, while social roles such as teacher and student exist, they are only guidelines which individuals can interpret and negotiate with others.

	•  While accepting the significance of objective, causal, structural factors, Weber (1905) argued that the role of the sociologist was to uncover verstehen — the subjective meanings that individuals attach to their behaviour. He argued that interpretivist methods were needed to understand social action.

	•  Symbolic interactionism (SI) refers to the process whereby people acquire knowledge about what is appropriate behaviour in different social situations. Mead (1934) argued that the world is composed of many different symbols, which are not fixed but have meanings that shape our behaviour. For example, a kiss can be interpreted and responded to differently depending on the context in which it occurs. The response would differ greatly between the context of a first date and that of greeting a relative at a funeral.

	•  Blumer (1962) argues that as children we develop the notion of the self, which is partly due to how an individual interprets their experiences, such as learning social roles through playing games, but is also a product of how others see us. Cooley (1922) developed the idea of the looking-glass self to describe how we learn to see ourselves as others see us.

	•  Labelling theory developed from SI and was applied by Becker (1961) to study how agents of social control, such as teachers and the police, are able to apply negative labels in the process of interaction. These labels can have a negative impact on the self-esteem and status of those labelled, often leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy where the label is accepted (see page 9). Goffman’s (1963) dramaturgical approach is a version of SI which argues that social interaction is like a play in which the roles of the ‘actors’ are only loosely ‘scripted’ by society.

	•  Unlike SI, which accepts the influence of the social structure, such as the influence of social class on educational achievement or offending, phenomenologists argue that society is not ‘real’ but socially constructed. In this view, social class is a phenomenon that is ‘made up’ by society. Schutz (1899–1959) argues that members of society use a set of shared categories or ‘typifications’ to make sense of the world and clarify any meanings that are unclear. Schutz argues that these typifications or common-sense knowledge give the impression that the world is ordered but in fact it is socially constructed.

	•  These ideas were developed by ethnomethodologist Garfinkel (1967), who argued that rather than explaining the effects of meaning (such as the way coroners label deaths), sociologists should study the methods that are used to produce meanings in the first place, i.e. how actors create meanings. Garfinkel argues that we use reflexivity to make sense of the world when there is confusion over the meanings of certain behaviours. For example, coroners make sense of confusion over the cause of death by using their common-sense knowledge of ‘facts’ about suicide cases, such as the mental health of the deceased or their marital status.

	•  Giddens (1984) combines theories of structure and social action in his theory of structuration. He argues that while individuals are restricted by structural factors such as norms, customs and laws, they have choice and can respond to these factors in different ways. Giddens argues that increasingly in a late-modern society, social structures are open to change by the actions of individuals.
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	•  + Social action theory, with its emphasis on interpretivist methodology, has provided a rich insight into the interaction process in small-scale settings.

	•  + Social action theories are voluntaristic — they demonstrate how people have free will and are able to shape society.

	•  + Social action theories such as interactionism avoid the deterministic nature of structural theories such as Marxism and functionalism.

	•  – Structural theories argue that social action theory fails to take account of the wider social context in which interaction takes place. It fails to explain the origins of labels and symbolic meanings.

	•  – Functionalists argue that social action theory ignores the influence of consistent patterns, such as shared norms, on people’s behaviour. Ethnomethodology, in particular, has been criticised for denying the existence of a wider society.

	•  – Marxists and feminists argue that social action theory fails to fully explore power differences between individuals and social groups. In response, Becker argues that labelling theory does examine the power relationship between those labelled and the agents of social control.

	•  – Giddens’ structuration theory has been criticised by Marxists for overestimating the extent to which individuals can change social structures.
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Feminism
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	•  Liberal feminists would argue that Marxist feminists and radical feminists fail to recognise how women’s position has improved as a result of changes in legislation and attitudes to gender roles.

	•  Dual systems feminists such as Hartman (1979) criticise Marxist feminism and liberal feminism for being too simplistic and argue that capitalism and patriarchy are intertwined to form ‘patriarchal capitalism’.

	•  Due to its structural nature, feminism can be accused of being over-deterministic. It does not take account of how individual females may interpret their situation. As Hakim (2000) argues, not all women feel oppressed by being housewives and mothers.

	•  Difference feminists would argue that theories such as liberal feminism which argue that patriarchy is universal are failing to acknowledge that women are not a homogeneous group. The experiences of women will be influenced by a range of factors such as social class, ethnicity, religion and age.

	•  Black feminists agree and argue that forms of feminism that strive to overcome patriarchy and class oppression but ignore ethnicity can discriminate against women through racial bias.

	•  Postmodern feminists also agree that previous feminist theories fail to reflect the diversity of the experiences of women and that issues such as patriarchy do not affect all women in the same way. Like all modern theorists, postmodernists regard feminism as a metanarrative.
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Modernity and postmodernism


	•  The industrial revolution which led to urbanisation, capitalism and the development of nation-states led to the start of modernity, or modern society. Modern theories such as Marxism, functionalism and positivism were part of the Enlightenment project — the belief that knowledge and rational, scientific thinking could lead to progress in society. For example, positivist sociology rejected traditional sources of knowledge such as religion and argued that a scientific approach was needed to explain how the modern world worked and could be improved.

	•  Postmodernists argue, however, that the rapid social and economic changes that occurred in the later part of the twentieth century (from around the late 1970s) have led to the end of the modern era. Significant aspects of a postmodern society, often based on globalisation, include:

	1  A shift from Fordist mass production to a post-Fordist economy based on the service sector, technology and the need for a flexible workforce.

	2  The decline of traditional sources of identity, particularly social class. These have been replaced by the consumption of consumer goods, notably global brands such as Nike and Apple.

	3  Life in a media-saturated society where popular culture shapes personal identity through satellite television and, increasingly, the internet and mobile phones.





	•  Postmodernist Lyotard (1984) argues that contemporary society cannot be explained by metanarratives, such as Marxism and functionalism, as it is based on isolated individuals who are linked by a few social bonds, rather than being controlled by structural factors.

	•  Baudrillard (1983) agrees that individuals are largely isolated and argues that the increasing consumption of the media to experience the world has led to the ‘death of the social’. He also argues that we consume commodities as a sign or way of expressing ourselves rather than for the function that they perform. He develops the idea of simulacra, meaning that media images that are not based on reality, such as ‘celebrities’, are increasingly used to model our behaviour. The media also create a world of hyperreality, where people cannot distinguish image from reality (e.g. the belief that ‘celebrities’ such as Keith Lemon are real).

	•  Rather than society moving to a new set of economic and social circumstances as postmodernists argue, late modernists see the rapid social changes that have recently occurred as a continuation of modern society. Late-modernist theorists such as Giddens (1984) and Beck (1992) agree with postmodernists that factors such as increasing individualism and globalisation are causing new problems for society. However, they share the view of the Enlightenment project that these problems can be addressed and that reason can be used to improve society.

	•  Giddens’ structuration theory (see the section on social action theory) claims that there is a duality of structure — that people (or ‘agents’, as Giddens calls them) can ‘make’ society as well as being influenced by it. Giddens argues that people engage in reflexivity (see page 36), whereby they constantly monitor their own situation in the light of information and seek change if needed.

	•  Beck agrees with Giddens and argues that the complex changes of the late-modern period, such as global warming and an unstable economy, have led to what he calls a risk society. He argues that individuals are more aware of these ever-increasing risks and use reflexivity to take action to reduce them. This can range from joining political movements such as the ‘War on Poverty’ or improving lifestyles by changing eating habits.
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	•  + Late modernists and postmodernists are right to draw attention to the inadequacies of modern theories in explaining recent changes in society, such as the impact of globalisation.

	•  + Postmodernists are right to argue that there is greater diversity and choice in society and people are able to ‘pick and mix’ their own identity via the media and the consumption of cultural products.

	•  – Modern theories would argue that the ability to make these choices and consume is dependent on factors such as social class, gender and ethnicity.

	•  – Conflict theories criticise postmodernists for ignoring the significance of structural factors and how gender and class shape people’s life chances and identity.

	•  – Social action theory argues that postmodernism ignores interactions between individuals and that people are active and able to distinguish between fiction and reality.

	•  – Postmodernism is critical of sociological theories for not offering the ‘truth’ — but why should we accept their view of society as accurate?

	•  – Beck has been criticised for ignoring the fact that the risks faced may be influenced by factors such as social class and that some individuals may not have the power to use reflexivity to reduce these risks.

	•  – Postmodernists reject the view of late modernists that the ‘risks’ of society can be reduced by reflexivity.
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The relationship between sociological theory and methods
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	•  the difference between consensus theories, e.g. functionalism, and conflict theories, e.g. different Marxist and feminist theories

	•  the difference between structural theories, e.g. functionalism and Marxism, and action theories, e.g. symbolic interactionism, phenomenology and ethnomethodology

	•  attempts to combine structural and action theories such as structuration and humanist neo-Marxism

	•  modern, late-modern and postmodern theories of contemporary society

	•  the relationship between methodological approaches of positivism and interpretivism and sociological theory
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Sociology as a science


Positivism versus interpretivism


	•  Positivists such as Durkheim argue that sociology can and should model itself on the natural sciences and use quantitative methods to study society objectively.

	•  Positivists argue that sociologists can discover laws about human behaviour by using the hypothetico-deductive model. This goes through the following stages: the researcher observes something, thinks of a hypothesis to explain it, gathers data through systematic observation and measurement, and establishes a law to show how the evidence supports the hypothesis. The process of verification, checking that something is true, should be used to prove or refute a hypothesis.

	•  Positivists believe that, as it is possible for sociologists to study social phenomena objectively, value freedom is possible as the researcher’s own beliefs will not influence how they conduct their research or interpret their results.

	•  Durkheim used the comparative method, comparing suicide statistics to discover laws of cause and effect for suicide. He believed that patterns in suicide rates were caused by differences in social integration and moral regulation. Having examined, for different European countries, correlations between suicide rates and other variables such as religion, he argued that suicide rates were social facts, caused by the structure of the society, and were external to the individual.

	•  Gibbs and Martin argue that Durkheim was not scientific as he did not operationalise concepts such as social integration.

	•  Interpretivists and social action theorists reject the claim that sociology can be a science. They argue that the purpose of sociological inquiry is to uncover meanings and gain verstehen through qualitative methods, not to establish cause and effect. They would argue that sociologists, rather than being value free and objective, need to be subjective and will inevitably be influenced by their values.

	•  Interactionist Douglas (1967) rejects Durkheim’s use of official statistics to make laws on suicide. Douglas argues that suicide statistics, rather than being scientific and objective, are based on the subjective opinions of coroners. Their verdicts may be influenced by factors such as relatives not wanting a suicide verdict to bring shame on their family, particularly in a Catholic country.

	•  Ethnomethodologist Atkinson (1978) argues that suicide is an individual act, not a social fact. Official statistics on suicide are socially constructed — they say more about the interpretations of coroners than levels of suicide. Interactionists believe that by using a ‘bottom-up’ approach, sociologists can develop theories such as labelling being based on ‘macro’ factors such as social class. However, ethnomethodologists totally reject causal explanations of human behaviour. They argue that there are no macro, structural explanations for social phenomena that can be studied in a scientific way as positivists suggest.





Views on the nature of science


	•  Popper rejects the hypothetico-deductive approach of positivism and argues that scientific knowledge should be based on the process of falsification (proving something wrong) rather than verification. Therefore a hypothesis should be something that can be proved wrong. Popper feels that while sociology could be scientific, as it can produce a hypothesis that can be tested, most sociology is unscientific as it cannot be proved wrong (e.g. Marx’s ‘hypothesis’ of communism).

	•  Kuhn (1962) argues that scientific knowledge works within a shared framework agreed by members, which he refers to as a paradigm. He rejects the views of science held by positivists and Popper and argues that there is no objective independent scientific knowledge. Rather, scientific knowledge works within paradigms, such as the view that the Earth is flat, which will only change when enough evidence is found that is not supported by the paradigm. Kuhn argues that as sociology does not have a shared and dominant paradigm, due to various competing theories, it cannot be considered to be a science.

	•  Feyerabend (1975) is also critical of positivists and Popper and argues that individual scientists will bend the rules and ‘tweak’ data to prove their theories, rather than being objective and rational. There have been many examples of ‘cheating’ in science, such as Burt’s research into three types of intelligence which formed the basis for the tripartite education system.

	•  Realists argue that like some natural scientists, such as meteorologists, sociologists have to study society in ‘open systems’, where variables cannot necessarily be controlled and measured. Therefore, sociology can attempt to be scientific in studying open systems in a neutral way. Just like some natural sciences, sociology studies unobservable, underlying structures. For example, social class cannot be directly observed, but its impact, such as on educational attainment, can be measured.

	•  There are therefore four main views on science:

	1  Positivist — prove theories by testing a hypothesis — verification

	2  Popper — prove other theories wrong — falsification

	3  Kuhn — scientific knowledge is based on paradigms — which offer explanations

	4  Realist — science studies open and closed systems — science is about the search for underlying causes of things





	•  Postmodernists such as Lyotard (1992) reject the idea of absolute truths and objectivity in knowledge. They argue that all knowledge is relative and that the view of science is just one version of ‘the truth’. Postmodernists regard ‘modern’, positivist theories such as functionalism and Marxism as ‘metanarratives’ (‘big stories’) that do not hold ‘the truth’ about society. They are out of date as they are no longer able to explain the diverse and fragmented nature of postmodern society.

	•  Postmodernism is criticised for being contradictory. Why should we believe postmodernism’s version of ‘the truth’?

	•  Similarly, some feminists argue that sociology should not attempt to be scientific. While some argue that no single scientific feminist theory could explain the experiences of all women, others argue that qualitative methods need to be used to gain understanding of the experiences of women.
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Objectivity and values in sociology


	•  Classical positivists such as Durkheim argued that sociology could be value free. Sociologists should discover laws about human behaviour in order to understand how society works and to improve it through social policies. Positivists believe it is the job of the sociologist to establish ‘the truth’ in a neutral, detached way. Value freedom is possible as the researcher’s own beliefs should not influence how they conduct their research or interpret their results.

	•  Interpretivists and social action theorists reject the claim that sociology can be value free and objective. They argue that sociologists aim to uncover meanings and gain verstehen using qualitative methods. They would argue that sociologists need to be subjective and will inevitably be influenced by their values.
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	•  Weber argues that sociologists cannot be value free in three of the four stages of research he identifies: when choosing a research topic (Stage 1), interpreting research findings (Stage 3) and applying findings (Stage 4). However, he feels that researchers should be objective and unbiased in the second stage of research, that of carrying out their research.

	•  Modern positivists argue that sociologists can be value free as they can and should remain morally neutral when conducting research. Many sociologists such as Weber and Gouldner reject this view. They argue that as citizens, researchers have a ‘moral responsibility’ and cannot divorce themselves from the potential harm that could result from their research findings.

	•  Gouldner also argues that sociologists should be ‘committed’ rather than ‘morally neutral’ and pretending to be value free. Sociologists such as Marxists and feminists argue that value freedom is undesirable and that sociologists should be value laden — they should make value judgements and should aim to improve society through sociological research.

	•  Labelling theorist Becker argues that sociologists should take the side of the ‘underdog’, such as working-class students and criminals labelled by powerful groups in society. Becker feels that interpretivist methods should be used to gain verstehen on the view of the ‘outsiders’. Gouldner is critical of this as not going far enough. As a Marxist he argues that sociologists should be on the side of the people fighting back against capitalist society. This illustrates how both the theoretical and methodological perspectives that a sociologist chooses to adopt will reflect their values, which argues against the notion that sociology can be value free (see Figure 1 on page 41).

	•  For postmodernists all knowledge is relative; no one theory holds the absolute objective truth. All modern theories, such as Marxism and functionalism, are metanarratives and are based on values and assumptions. However, postmodernism could itself be described as a metanarrative.

	•  Other factors may mean that sociologists cannot be value free in their research, such as who funds the research (e.g. governments may not publish findings they disagree with) and the sociologists’ own careers (they may choose to study a popular topic that could further their career).
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	•  debates about the scientific status of sociology: positivist and interpretivist views

	•  different views of the natural sciences, e.g. positivism, Popper, Kuhn and realism, and implications for sociology’s scientific status

	•  postmodern and feminist views on sociology as a science

	•  different views on whether sociology can and should be objective or value free, e.g. classical sociology, value neutrality and committed sociology
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Sociology and social policy




	•  In line with the Enlightenment project, positivists such as Comte and Durkheim saw sociological research as being crucial in combating social problems and improving society through rational thought. Functionalists agree and argue that the role of the sociologist is to provide the government with objective research findings based on positivist methodology. They argue that this information, such as research on educational achievement, can be used to inform social policies that will serve the interests of society as a whole.

	•  The social democratic perspective had a significant impact on the introduction of the welfare state after the Second World War. Later, Townsend’s Poverty in the United Kingdom (1979) made recommendations to the government to change what he felt was an inadequate benefits system.

	•  Whereas the social democratic view argues that the state should redistribute wealth and income, the New Right view is that the state should have only a minimal involvement in society and that social policy can be the cause of social problems such as poverty. Researchers such as Marsland and his notion of the dependency culture influenced Conservative governments to cut back on welfare provision in the 1980s and beyond.

	•  Feminist theory and research have influenced government policies aimed at addressing gender inequality such as the GIST (Girls into Science and Technology) project in education and the Equal Pay Act. Whereas liberal feminists would argue that such policies have improved the status of women in society, radical feminists believe that they have had little impact and that until patriarchy has been removed, inequalities such as the gender pay gap will continue. Marxist feminists would also be critical of much social policy, arguing that it oppresses women and undervalues their labour in both the workplace and the home.

	•  Many Marxists are critical of government social policies and argue that they can be used by the capitalist system to maintain and justify inequality. For example, they would argue that the minimum wage legitimises exploitation in the labour market while giving the impression to the public that government is acting in the best interests of the low paid. While some Marxists acknowledge that some social policies have benefited the working class, they believe the role of sociological research is to highlight the inequalities of capitalism rather than to inform social policy.

	•  Despite the influence of sociological research on social policy, governments may reject or not make use of research findings for a variety of reasons, particularly cost, their own political standpoint and electoral popularity. The social policies of governments will also be influenced by pressure groups such as the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) and global interests such as the EU.
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	•  the difference between social problems and sociological problems

	•  perspectives on social policy and the role of sociology in relation to policy
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