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THE TASKS FACING A REALIST CRIMINOLOGY

"The recent speed of growth of crime has been
unprecedented.
It has also been peculiarly
disappointing. In the first twenty years of the
century, even during the first world war, rates of
crime remained fairly level, no more than keeping
pace with population.
It was in the post-war
depression
that
a
sustained
trend
became
discernible.
Through the years of economic
upheaval, unemployment and another great war, it
gathered pace inexorably, though the yearly
accretions were small compared with those we take
for granted today. There always seemed some reason,
some social evil to account for them. There always
remained the hope that If we could achieve peace
and plenty, they would stop. In the first half of the
fifties it appeared that this hope was to be
achieved. There was even a drop. We thought we were
at last coming out of the wood. With prosperity,
better education, full employment and the welfare
state, the very roots of criminality might be
starved. Then suddenly, as post-war rationing came
to an end, as we were preparing to hear we had never
had it so good, as the curve of affluence was
gathering momentum, the curve of crime began to
follow It...
'Why should it be that a century of theorising and
research should have made little or no apparent
impact either upon the trends of crime in our
society or upon our ability to modify criminal
tendencies in individuals?" (Sir Leon Radzinovicz
and Mrs Joan King, 1977, pp.4 and 93)
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The trouble with criminology is that It cannot
explain crime. And being unable to explain the
phenomenon its persistent, if diverse suggestions
as how to tackle the problem, grind to a halt in a
mire of recidivism, overcrowded prisons and failed
experiments. The crime rate seems unconducive to
human intervention. Nothing seems to work: each
prized innovation, from community service to
neighbourhood watch, seems to have little effect.
Today the best friend of the criminologist is the
demographer. Indeed, the only advanced Industrial
countries, outside of Japan, which can boast a
declining crime rate would seem to owe their good
fortune to demography, not criminology: as the
proportion of young males in their population
temporarily declines. Paradoxically, there has
never been a period with a wider range of wellwritten texts from each of the
different
criminologies which have evolved over the last
century and, as we shall see, there have been some
genuine innovations In the last ten years. Yet this
seemingly healthy debate conceals a babble of
paradigms united around a shared inability to get
to grips with the phenomenon of crime.
The most fundamental tenet of a realist criminology
is to be faithful to the phenomenon which it is
studying. That is to be true to the actual shape of
the phenomenon and the forces which have brought
it into being and which will transform it over time.
Realism is not empiricism, it does not merely
reflect the world of appearances: the trademark of
conventional criminology and conventional public
wisdoms.
Rather it attempts to unpack the
phenomenon, display its hidden relationships and
pinpoint the dynamics which lie behind the apparent
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obviousness of a single criminal incident at a
particular moment of time. To do this It must
contextualise the moment and place its trajectory
in time.
Fundamentally realist criminology
involves an act of deconstruction. It takes the
phenomenon of crime apart, breaking it down to its
component
pieces and sequences:
it notes, in
contrast, how the various criminologies tend to
focus an fragments of this construction, taking one
empirical verity like a single reflection from a
multi-faceted
mirror and claiming that It
represents the whole. Realism places together
these fragments of the shape of crime in their
social context over time to capture the real forces
behind the one-dimensional, time- frozen images of
conventional accounts.
Realism Is not empiricism in that It does not
believe that public stereotypes of crime or fears of
crime or images of offenders and of policing are
accurate. It believes that fragments of reality are
re-contextualised
just
as
they
are
In
criminological theory itself.
To take crime
seriously, then, is not to reflect the public images
of crime. But it is to say that there is a rational
care to public concerns and images. That Is, that
popular conceptions of crime and policing are, in
the main, constructed out of the material
experience of people rather than fantasies
Impressed upon then by the mass media or agencies
of the State. Fantasies occur, of course, where
there Is no direct experience: it is not those who
have been mugged who have fantastic images of the
mugger, but those suburban souls whose social
knowledge of mugging - that is, direct experience of
themselves, friends and relatives - is virtually nil.
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And again, those in inner city Britain who have
frequent contact with the police believe that there
are widespread malpractices, those who have zero
contact often believe the police to be faultless
(see Jones and Young, 1986). Realism thus sets itself
against those idealist theories which portray
moral panics as media instigated events without any
rational basis and against those writers who talk
glibly of irrational fears of crime without
specifying what a rational fear would look like.
But if realism is willing to grant conventional
accounts of crime a rational care it is also
equally adamant that there are extraordinary
recurrent problems of the contextualisation of
crime by conventional criminology and the public
at
large.
Conventional
criminology
is
characterised by its partiality, it takes part of a
process, one moment of truth and attempts to create
from this a solid theoretical edifice. It is a
cacophony of pieces of reality, each seeking to be
the totality: a 'scientific' process which attempts to
conclude an equation with only one or two of the
variables at hand.
Partiality Involves either
generalisation from one fractured piece of the
criminal
process,
or
from
a
one-sided
interpretation of the nature of human nature and
society.
Partiality is a perennial characteristic of
criminological theory. It can Involve taking the
criminal at one single point of time and denying the
past circumstances which brought about the crime
or the future possibilities.
It can Involve a
fixation on the distant past so that present
circumstances are annulled. It can involve a focus
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an macro- structure of society and its legislation
and ignore the rule-breaker altogether - and, of
course, it can focus on the criminal as if he or she
was independent of humanly created rules. It can
have criminal actors whose actions are prescribed
by their bodies; it can have those who exist in some
airy limbo of symbolism without any bodies
whatever.
It can point to simple actors whose
choices are an artifact of the spatial obstacles
and opportunities confronting them: it can have
criminals who exist outside of the physical world
of space and opportunity. It can take one part of
the square of crime: offender, victim, police or
informal control and explain all crime in terms of
one (or at best two) of these factors. It can be boneheadedly deterministic or can imbue human nature
with pure reason. It can attempt to explain the
criminological universe in terms of race, or class,
or gender or age, but scarcely ever a genuine
meaningful cultural synthesis of them all.
In the act of deconstructing crime, I want to look at
three aspects of the criminal process: the shape of
crime at a given moment, the context of crime and
the passage of the criminal act through time.
A. The Shape of Crime
The most crucial dimension of deviance is that it is
a product of action and reaction, of actors and
reactors, of behaviour and of rules. And in the
case of criminal deviance:
these are legal
regulations. Each part of this dyad is vital to
realism. It is impossible to be deviant without the
application of rules, but it is impossible to have
rules which have any human relevance without the
existence of actual or potential rule-breaking.
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The crime rate therefore must, of necessity, involve
behaviour and rule enforcers. It cannot possibly
be explained solely in terms of either changes in
behaviour or in terms of changes in rules. The
notion of a 'real' crime rate, independent of social
reaction - a simple measure of changes in criminal
behaviour - is just as absurd as that of an
epiphenomenal crime rate merely created by
reactors. Thus a question such as: 'has violence
gone up in our society?' has to be answered by
reference to changes in violent behaviour and
changes in the conception and tolerance of
violence.
All social statistics from suicide,
through alcoholism, to poverty to crime, share this
dyadic structure. And if shifts in our levels of
tolerance - together with changes in behaviour,
create increases in our rates of violent crime, this
makes the figures no less real. For that is the
reality of crime rates: the movement of two factors.
action and reaction. Similarly, the differential
rates of crime between different social groups
cannot be merely the result of different deployment
of police resources nor merely differences in
behaviour:
they must - whatever the precise
weighting between them - involve the two factors.
The reductio ad absurdum of an either/or analysis
is that all people behave similarly and the police
act differentially between them, or that criminality
varies and the police act totally similarly to every
group.
Either ideal scenario would be so
extraordinary as to be untenable.
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Let us look a little more closely at the social
reaction side of the equation. Although there is a
tendency - amongst a wide swathe of theorists and
political opinion - to view the social reaction
against crime as a police monopoly, this is
obviously untrue. Public opinion and informal
social control have the central role, not only in
defining what is crime, but also in maintaining
social order.
Furthermore, successful police
action is very largely dependent on public support.
In urban areas 95% of crimes are brought to the
attention of the police by the public, and
successful clearing up of crime is also largely
dependent on the public reporting suspects to the
police and witnessing in court (see Kinsey et al,
1986). Even in the worst police state - and often the
more so - the social control mechanisms of civil
society are paramount. And these extend from the
informal forces of the urban public space, through
to institutions such as the family, to private
agencies such as the mass media, crucial public
institutions such as the school, through social
work agencies up to the direct coercive agents of
the State: the police themselves. If, then, crime is
defined and controlled by a series of reactions,
the system of social control is an extensive and
complex one.
We see, therefore, how the multiple agencies which
react to crime are involved both as definers of
what is tolerable and intolerable behaviour and as
controllers of the level of deviance. Both of these
variables, involving agencies which are not
necessarily in agreement, are critical to the crime
level. Furthermore, there is no intrinsic reason
why the definitional function of these agencies and
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their control functions should move in the same
direction. For example, that low levels of control
should relate to a high tolerance of deviance, etc.

Let us turn, now, to the criminal act itself. At heart
this has an offender and a victim. There are, of
course, crimes which some maintain are 'victimless',
but this appellation is made precisely by those who
would argue that they are not true crime. This is of
no concern to us here. What is of importance is the
existence of the second dyad in the crime equation:
that of the victim and offender.
We have now outlined the four key factors In the
crime equation:
formal and informal control
systems (the reactors), and offender and victim (the
actors the behaviour reacted against).
We can express this in terms of a square:
POLICE,
MULTI-AGENCIES

OFFENDER

REACTION

ACTION

THE
PUBLIC

VICTIM

This criminological square is at the heart of
understanding crime. It goes without saying that
such a simple structure is sadly neglected by
traditional criminology.
Some index of its partiality can be seen from the
fact that criminological theories have tended to
focus on one part of the square and largely exclude
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the others.

ClassicismState

OffenderPositivism

Reaction

Action

ConservatismVictim
Informal
Victimology

Thus classicist theories of deference have quite
happily tried to explain changes in the crime rate
by differential deterrence alone, ignoring the fact
that the State action against crime is dependent on,
and its impact a function of the degree of informal
control, the motivation of the offender, and the
ease of access to victims. Positivism has explicitly
argued that its determined hominiculae are
unaffected by deterrence, whilst, as David Matza
(1969) pointed out, it attempted to divorce the study
of deviance from the study of the State.
Most
significantly, there has been an ongoing debate
between those theorists who have seen changes in
the crime rate as a function of increased
sensitivity
to
deviance
plus
stronger
administrative reaction to crime (eg Pepinsky, 1980;
Pearson, 1983), and those who have seen there being
a rise in criminal behaviour itself. All of this
debate is best placed within a brief examination of
its recent history and the impact of the
aetiological crisis on criminology.
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Partiality and the Aetiological Crisis
I have detailed the characteristics of the
aetiological crisis elsewhere (1986). Briefly the
dominant criminological paradigm in Western
criminology in the post-war period was that of
social democratic positivism, namely, that crime
and delinquency were a result of 'poor' social
conditions and that social reform, therefore, would
reduce the crime rate. As we know throughout the
sixties and early seventies the reverse happened.
Slum clearance, the expansion of the welfare state,
increased educational provisions and the highest
living standards In the history of humanity were
accompanied by a rocketing crime rate. All of this
was underscored by overcrowding and rioting in the
prisons, the collapse of the rehabilitative ideal
and the well-publicised failure of such social
democratic experiments as Mobilisation for Youth.
These theoretical and practical problems sent
criminological theory into a spin. Although, much
creative
innovation
was
generated
in
the
theoretical ferment of the period the response to
the challenge of explaining the aetiological crisis
was distinguished by renewed levels of partiality.
Thus each corner of our criminological square:
the State, informal social control, offenders and
victims were separately hustled in to explain the
rise in crime. Thus, for some, what was needed was a
State reaction where the police and the judiciary
were just, certain, and effective. Neo-classicism
emerged:
Beccaria, John Stuart Mill were
rediscovered.
And from an opposite political
position, the State was seen to have merely
manufactured the rise in crime through more police,
more meticusous collection of statistics and
expanded penal codes.
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For others the collapse of informal control was
seen as the problem.
Conservatives of all
complexions saw the collapse of public standards,
permissiveness in child-rearing and the collapse
of the Protestant Ethic as the source of our
increased criminality. Libertarians reversed all
of this yet remaining partial to informal control
as the major explanation of the rising crime rate.
For them, moral panics in the population often
generated by the mass media, had created a sort of
McCarthyism of delinquency, where folk devils and
irrationality abounded. If, for the conservatives,
the immunity system of public opinion had entered a
serious collapse, for the libertarians it had
become unnaturally sensitive and agitated.
Turning to the partial focus an the role of the
offender, theorists pointed to the increase in the
proportion of youth and in the concept of relative
deprivation as explanations of rising crime. The
problem with social positivism was merely that it
focussed an absolute deprivation: it was relative
equality which persisted and even increased within
a wealthy society, which gave rise to crime. Lastly,
a focus on the victim as the explanatory factor
emerged. The rise of crime amidst affluence was
merely that there were more glittering prizes to
steal. And the new affluent public could afford the
sort of open lifestyle which increased the targets
for crime by taking them more often out of the
safety of their homes, whilst at the same time
leaving their homes more often unguarded.
All of these various pieces of the jigsaw puzzle,
each with their own portion of truth, were invoked
The Tasks Facing a Realist Criminology

Realist Criminology

12

but only rarely - if at all - were the pieces ever
brought together.
In contrast, from a realist
perspective rising crime can occur when one or
more of the following conditions predominate:
when State deterrence is less effective;
where informal social control is reduced;
where State and/or public definitions of crime
become less tolerant;
when the number of those activated to offend
Increases;
when the number of victims and targets
increase.
None of these factors is at all likely to remain
conveniently constant whilst one alone varies; all
of these factors are part of the crime equation.
Furthermore, there is no evident reason why these
factors should move so as to effect the rate of
crime in the same direction - not that any causal
factors bearing upon them - like increase In
average Income - should move them similarly (cf.
Box, 1937).
I think I have demonstrated that it would be most
unusual if the various attempts to explain crime
involving only one or two factors in the
criminological equation were to be successful. Yet
we must move one step further, for a realist
criminology cannot remain on a factorial level
where variables could be simply added or deducted.
For the reality of human action involves human
choice, a state of justice and injustice and
institutionalised relationships.
If we were to
remain merely an the level of quantity we would, for
instance, expect that to increase the number of
agents on the social control side of the equation
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would inevitably result in changes in crime rates
just as, if we increase pressure in Boyles's Law at
a constant temperature, volume will undoubtedly
decline.
For example, we could say that an
increased number of police might lead to Increased
deterrence and cost of crime. Thus as the marginal
cost of crime rises the crime rate declines like a
simple equation of micro economics.
But - to the frustration of those deterrence
theorists - this simply is not true. We know that the
clear up of crime is often only minimally related to
extra police. And the reason for this has become
abundantly clear from a series of pieces of
research stretching over the last fifteen years.
Clear up - and ultimately deterrence - relates to
the public willingness to provide information to
the police. Only a small proportion of crime is
directly detected by police work. Not only the
statistic crimes known to the police but the
efficiency of police deterrence is dependent an the
public-police relations (see Kinsey et al, 1986).
Indeed, the impact of punishment itself is dependent
an the degree to which informal social control
supports and sanctifies the stigma. Let us look now
at the relationship between the police and the
offender. The act of policing is a discretionary
process by which the police selectively relate to
certain target populations. Frequently they act
deferentially towards the powerful and act
stereotypically and repressively towards the poor.
The whole business of policing is often deeply
underscored by the relationship between the upper
and lower working class with all its traditional
hostilities and frequent racist and sexist imagery
(see Kinsey and Young, 1982). Thus the debate over
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the efficacy of beat policing is not: what effect
extra police officers will have on crime rates?
Rather, it is what effect will these police officers
have within a given relationship?
If the
relationship frequently violates the rule of law,
then the net effect will be to alienate the poor. The
step from economic marginalisation to criminal
action is not automatic; it occurs under certain
conditions of injustice. And, to take the example of
black youth in British inner
cities - all the
evidence points to widespread police illegalities
directed towards them.
Economic injustice is
exacerbated by police
injustice and, in these
instances, the delicate link between poverty and
respect for the law is all too easily broken. It is
possible to imagine, however, a political situation
where the police, democratically controlled and
acting within the spirit of the law, protected the
poor. Here the relationship would be the obverse
and one might find that more police officers on the
beat did indeed reduce crime.
Let us look at the relationship between victim and
offender. Can it be true that more victims must
necessarily mean more crimes? Take the changing
lifestyle of women - for example: does the
emancipation of women, with its concomitant opening
up of public space, mean an inevitable welter of
crime and sexual harassment? There is, of course,
no inevitability in this relationship.
In some
social situations the increased use of public space
by women has not met with a significant increase in
crime against them: in other social situations
there has been a considerable increase. One has
only to compare the average university campus to
the inner city or to note the very different
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reactions to women in different Western capitals to
see this. Of course, the availability of victims is
the necessary condition for victimisation, but it is
the relationship between victims and offenders (in
this case machismo and chauvinist relationships)
which provides the sufficient condition. One of the
major impacts of the recent input of feminist
research into criminology has been to stress the
relationship between victim and offender and to
break with the partiality which views victims as an
isolated factor in the crime equation.
But the notion of crime as a relationship is
applicable across the spectrum of criminality. To
take burglary as an example, there are very
definite relationships between offenders and
victims (see R. Matthews 1987; Lea and Young, 1984,
pp.38 - 49). The notion of crime being predominantly

intra-class was convenient in terms of the inner
city politics of the Kennedy-Johnson administration
and the War against Poverty.
But apart from
omitting to stress the fact that intra-class very
often implies intra-gender, it has a conception of
'class' which is so broad as to render the social
relationship of crime invisible.
Even when we turn to crimes of passion, we find that
the targets are carefully chosen:
the most
tempestuous murderer rarely takes risks and
homicide itself follows very scripted ground-rules
(see Felson and Steadman, 1983). There is no such
thing as an arbitrary crime. Crime is a social
relationship. It is Institutionalised, it is imbued
with meaning; both offenders and victims are
predicable and, above all, they relate to each
other.
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The Context of Crime

We must place the square of crime within Its
context, both micro - and the wider society.
a.

The Micro-Context

The micro-context of crime involves the staple
ingredients of the situation: a human being or
beings are placed in a particular situation: this
involves their bodily presence and spatial
possibilities, it involves given levels of control
and surveillance, both formal and informal, it
involves victims with levels of physical and social
vulnerability. All of these attributes: body, space,
surveillance, control, have, of course, been invoked
throughout the history of criminology as the
explanation of criminal behaviour. This is not the
point to enter Into a critique of reductionism, the
textbooks
are
replete
with
authoritative
dismissals of such naive materialism.
But
reductionism has been a long time dying and we have
seen in the last ten years theorists who have evoked
everything from a souped-up endocriminological
Lombrosianism, to a theory which seem to believe
that delinquency springs fully formed out of the
design of buildings. Reductionism, like the belief
in tooth fairies, springs eternal and its
permanence lies, of course, in its rational kernel.
The problem for a critical position is not to
dismiss out of hand a criminology which talks of
bodily
functions,
spatial
opportunities,
surveillance, locks and bolts, but one which places
and encompasses these ingredients of the crime
situation. It is a constant failing of both idealist
sociology and Marxism to deal with the problem of
the physical dimensions of life. Indeed, the whole
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problem of a lack of a spatial dimension has only
recently been addressed by sociologists (see
Gregory and Urry, 1985;
Giddens, 1985), whilst
Sebastiano Timpanaro (1975) has trenchantly
denounced the idealism of much contemporary
Marxism with respect to the body and bodily
processes.
It pays to remember, therefore, that the argument
with, for example, biological reductionism, does not
involve the dissolution of one pole of human
nature.
Yet this is all too frequently the
intellectual policy: the repeated inability of
sociologically merited criminology to firmly tackle
Lombrosianism undoubtedly reflects this. We could
learn a lot from socialist feminists in this area.
Thus Michele Barrett In Women's Oppression Today
points to the difficulties of reacting against
biologicism in a way which rejects biology
altogether, for in particular this erodes the
fundamental distinction between sex and gender:
'We run the risk, if as feminists we Ignore arguments
from the level of biology, of leaving the forces of
anti-feminism and popular arguments unanswered
.......
'Sexual' difference precisely is biological
difference. Just as biologism reduces gender to
what it sees as the 'facts' of sexual differences, so
this form of idealism absorbs sexual differences
Into an account of the social construction of
gender. Timpanaro, at a more general level, has
launched a polemic against such forms of idealism
in Marxist argument. He insists that a materialist
analysis must take account of the relationship
between the natural and the social.
In this
approach sex differences, along with other
biological characteristics of human beings, would
form part of the raw material on which social
relations are constructed and which they transform
in the course of history. He sees biology, the realm
of the naturally given, as the infrastructure on
which human social relations must necessarily be
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built,
and
he
attempts
to
identify
the
characteristics which mark humans off from other
animals inhabiting the natural world." (1980, pp-73
- 74).
b. The Macro-Context
We must place the criminological square firmly in
the context of the wider social structure. That is
we must relate offender, victim, agencies of the
State and public opinion and their definitions of
crime, to changes in the wider world of income
differentials, employment, changes in the spatial
layout of the city, family structure, welfare system,
fiscal problems of the State, etc. Many factors may
be involved in the wider origin of crime although,
of course, - to greatly simplify our difficult task only a few may be critical at explaining change at
any time.
And, of course, we must avoid the
temptation of partiality - to set only one item of the
square in its social context, whilst leaving the
others either held constant or endowed with a
wilful purpose completely at odds with the other
actors in the equation. For example, a typical
criminological
scenario
would
have
the
delinquents determined, the police free willed, the
victims passive actor, whilst public opinion is
ignored.
Realism would set itself against both idealist
explanations of crime and naive materialism. Just
as on the micro-level there can be no simple
reductionism downwards, on the macro-level the
reduction upwards of crime or policing to a reflex
of, say, unemployment or income differentials must
be avoided. Realism is materialist in the last
instant: for to assert the primacy of material
factors is not to deny the way in which ideas shape
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the way in which human actors understand their
determinacy. Ideas enter the equation of crime at
every level - in terms of the changing definitions
of crime, as the root of the motivation of offenders
in relative rather than absolute deprivation (see
Lea and Young, 1984, pp.76-94). In the relationship
between victims and offenders, in the stereotypes of
police and social workers, etc. To ground these
ideas in the material circumstances of the actors
involved is not to lose sight of these ideas. Yet
this is all too frequent in the debates over for
example, the relationship between unemployment and
crime, where both left and right wing antagonists
engage in an adversarial positivism whose validity
begins and ends in their computing systems. Such a
gross positivism is particularly disturbing
amongst radicals.
Could it be that after two
generations where mechanistic Marxism has been so
thoroughly discredited in every sphere, from the
political to the cultural, that it should be
resurrected in, of all places, criminology? All of
this is, surely, remiss when we know that it is
impossible to read political uprising from
economic conditions, when we know that political
discontent does not mechanically reflect income
inequalities, where both the narrowing of economic
differentials, as well as the widening, can, in the
right political context, cause radicalism as well as
quietism.
Such a discussion is important because it is vital
to ground generalisations in particular cultures
and subcultures. That is, realism must apply what I
have termed the principle of specificity.
To
generalise from, for example, the relationship
between unemployment and crime in the United States
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to that pertaining in Sweden, is to violate this
principle.
The United States is, after all,
remarkable not only in that it has a very restricted
welfare state (see E Currie, 1985), but in that it has
an absence of a strong social democratic tradition
and a pronounced Individualistic ethos.
It is
surely not at all remarkable that unemployment
should have a different effect in one society than
another. It is a central task of the criminologist
to construct generalisations between crime and
wider material factors, but these must be grounded
in particular cultures and social groups. False
universal laws must be avoided. With this in mind
recent attempts, such as that of Steven Box (1987),
which quite rightly acknowledge the influence of
ideas,
falter
in
their
attempts
at
comprehensiveness. For the thoroughness of his
work serves to indicate the contradictory evidence
as to the relationship between unemployment, crime
and punishment. These are the results which one
would be led to expect if we allow for cultural
differences, but which are remarkable if we are
seeking universal laws.

c.

Crime, Time and Material Predicaments

Let us look at the criminal process over time.
Realism insists that human behaviour is to be
understood in terms of human consciousness
grounded in material circumstances.
That the
components of voluntarism and determinism, both
central to the reality of praxis in the world, are
tied together in the concept of problem-solving.
Human behaviour and culture - including the
acquisition of knowledge itself - is essentially a
problem-solving activity; it is here that realism
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has a close affinity with subcultural theory (see
Lea and Young, 1984). That is to say that people's
beliefs about society, crime - and policing in this
instance - are a product of the day-to-day
knowledge and predicaments which groups of people
face. They are not as idealists - of all political
descriptions - believe a product of free floating
ideas which we derive from the mass media, or an
essential culture caught in aspic or 'differential
association' or false consciousness, etc.
Thus we start from the immediate material
predicament which people confront and examine how
this develops over time. And this is true for all of
the four parts of the square of crime: police,
public, victim and offender. To understand police
practice we do not start from the rule of law, or the
needs of the capitalist State, or police culture or
the personality of police officers. We start from
the problems which specific groups of cops face in
their day-to-day practice (see J Lea, 1986). Where the
police, for example, face the problem of making
arrests, despite low information flow from the
public, generalisations based on the probabilities
of certain types of people being likely offenders
become operative. As only a small minority of any
sub-section of the population has recently, or
indeed ever, committed crimes, 'unwarranted' stop
and search becomes likely and alienation and lack
of cooperation with the police results. But it is
not police prejudice which has created this result
but the material predicament which any police
force faces when trying to control crime where
better information from the public is not freely
available.
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If we turn to fear of crime among sections of the
public, we do not see it as primarily an
irrationality based on over-avid consumption of
the popular media: a product of moral panics
engendered by the various vested interests from
journalists to police offices. Rather we attempt to
locate fear in the day-to-day lives of the fearful.
Let us take women, as an example. Conventional
accounts frequently remark on the paradox of the
high fear of crime amongst women despite
their
lower risk rates than men. Let us leave aside for
the moment that this is actually incorrect: that
women and men, in general, have not all
that
different crime rates against them. If we use
sympathetic interviewers, particularly female, we
get markedly different results (see Jones, et al,
1986). However, realist method would instruct us not
to deal with the abstraction 'women', but with the
more precise groupings of people according to the
major social axes: gender, age, class and race,
which form the basis of actual lived subcultures.
Immediately we do this we find that young, lower
working class women have, in fact, the highest crime
rate against them of any social grouping. They are
not being irrational in fearing crime. Add to this
being black or focus in on any inner city area and
these figures become even stranger. But let's not
stop here. Let us note what sort of crimes women
suffer from and how crime forms a problem
situation for women. Firstly, the offenders consist
very largely of sales, both men women know and
unknown men on the street. Secondly, aside from
crime proper there is a great deal of ubiquitous
sexual harassment, both in public places and at
work, that women have to put up with. Thirdly, this
material predicament forces women to take
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elaborate safety precautions in the public sphere.
And, despite all these precautions, women have a
high rate of violence against them. Is it therefore
odd that women fear crime? Does not a seeming
irrationality become transformed when we place it
in terms of the real predicaments of the
individuals involved?
To ground stereotypes and public generalisations
in the problematics of every day life is not to say
that they are correct. Often they are not: rather it
is to suggest that they have a rational kernel and
have been tested in the practical problems of
existence. To argue that a course of action is
tenable, as Matza pointed out, is not to identify it
as the best course of action, merely to acknowledge
that it works: just as the modus vivendi of the 'naive
cheque forger', or the 'righteous dope fiend' works

up to a point. Paul Willis (1977), the most 'realist' of
subcultural theorists, is even more explicit: his
'lads' see through the situation only to come up with
subcultural solutions which further incorporate
them in the status quo. Therefore, to discard the
notion of misconceptions as either free-floating
ideas picked up in the flux of everyday life, or as
the pathological emanations of certain personality
types (ie either idealism or naive materialist
reductionism), is not to embrace these stereotypes.
Rather it is to understand their origins and to
comprehend the true basis of their frequent
inflexibility. They are the practical recipes of
human action devised by innumerable subcultures.

W I Thomas, in his famous dictum, wrote: "If men
define situations as real, they are real in their
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consequences." There is much for a realist to learn
from this if we make some adjustments to allow for
its underlying idealism. It is, of course, not only
false ideas which are real in their consequences,
but half understood ideas: ideas which are correct
at the moment but to assess the likely long-tern
outcomes, ideas with a rational kernel yet with an
undeveloped or misunderstood context: all are real
and contradictory in their outcome. And the effects
of such beliefs cannot be transformed simply by the
judicious change of definitions, as Merton believed
when he wrote:
"The application of the Thomas theorem also
suggests how the tragic, often vicious, circle of
self-fulfilling prophecies can be broken. the
initial definition of the situation which has set
the circle in motion must be abandoned. Only when
the original assumption is questioned and a new
definition of the situation introduced, does the
consequent flow of events give the lie to the
assumption. Only then does the belief no longer
father the reality." (1964, p.479).
The problem with such interpretations is that they
regard prejudice, stereotypes, roles as illusions as social constructions sustained merely by the
mutual deception of society. Yet if that were true
all that would be needed would be a reminder to
pull us out of our deceptions back into a more
liberal consciousness (see N Geras, 1972). The
trouble lies much deeper than this for, as Maurice
Godelier put it, in capitalist society: "It is not the
subject who deceives himself, but reality which
deceives him." (1972, p.296). I have explored the
reasons for this elsewhere (1975, 1981); determining
circumstances create people who are at least on
the level of appearances like the stereotypes.
Every day on the streets, at work, in our own bows, we
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encounter our own stereotypes. The liberal
conception that contact
with out-groups will
shatter preconceived stereotypes is all too often
patently false. Indeed, the reverse is true: little
girls act like little girls, boys will be boys, young
blacks in the inner city do not always surprise our
preconceptions, travelling people do not always
adhere to a remarkable level of honesty. It is
against such romanticism of the deviant that David
Matza warned us (see 1969, p.16). For a society which
systematically brutalises its criminals produces
look- alike psychopaths, a social order which
heavily stigmatises female deviations from the set
role produces female stereotypes, an economy which
impoverishes, marginalises and harasses produces
people with the mentality of thieves. These are not
illusions: they only too readily exist, but they are
not in essence generaliseable from one frozen
moment of time. They have a past unknown to the
stereotype and a future which
there is little
awareness in the stereotype. In fact, the seeming
solidity of the stereotype is in reality a
contradictory form, it aches at the seams, it teens
with possibilities; and at revolutionary moments it
surprises: it rises up and transcends the forms
within which people are presumed trapped.
Realism, then, reinterprets the self-fulfilling
prophecy, both an the level of definitions and
effects. And, whilst critical of the fashion in which
positivism remains at the level of appearances, it
does not succumb to the idealism which would have
us believe that police officer, local busybody,
victim and offender are rarely afflicted by a bad
dose of misconception which
a
course
in
consciousness-raising would soon cure. For, as
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Russell Jacoby put it in his acerbic critique of
humanism:
"Critical theory goes further ... it admits what the
humanists everywhere deny: that roles are not only
fraudulent, they are also real. Roles are not rarely
adapted by the subject as a facade that can be
dropped with a little willpower ... The neat division
between roles and real selves reduces society to a
masquerade party. Yet not even plastic surgery can
heal the psychic disfigurement. The social evil
reaches into the living fibres; people not only
assume roles, they are roles. This admission is no
concession to inhumanity. Rather, in articulating
the full strength of the prevailing inhumanity it
holds forth the hope at its material transcendence.
The insistence, an the other ]land, an finding
humanity everywhere by underestimating the
objective and social foundations of inhumanity
perpetuates the latter - it humanises inhumanity.'
(1975, P.68).
The Problems of Practical Criminology
If criminology is unable to explain crime out there:
crime caused by the changes in the wider society, it
is even more unable to tackle the problem of the
practical. For not only does this imply a theory of
why crime occurs and changes over time, but also a
theory of implementation and monitoring.
If
criminological theory needs to focus an the
explanation of crime, criminological practice; the
generation of interventions particularly designed
to reduce crime, requires all three parts of the
notion, implementation and monitoring. And a
weakness in theory is exacerbated by a weakness in
practice. Let me briefly outline the problems at
each stage of the process of intervention; from
theory formulation, through implementation and
monitoring and finally back to theory, within the
process of testing and generalisation.
First let us list the problems:
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1.
the selective nature of theory;
2.
the weakly developed conceptualisation of the
link between theory and crime reduction;
3.
the underestimation of the problems of
implementation;
4.
the problem of measurement;
5.
the inadequacies of monitoring and control;
6.
the glib nature of theory testing;
7.
the persistent generalisation out of context.
There
is
a
sectarianism
in
criminology
unparalleled outside the shores of Ulster. The
construction of a theoretical synthesis capable of
encompassing the total nature of crime and its
control comes a very late second to the simple
minded advocacy of one perspective coupled with the
fiery dismissal of any other. And a result of such a
partiality is, of course, that interventions which
might well be coupled together with greater costeffectiveness are instead run as either-or's. As if
any single policy intervention does not have
declining marginal returns with regards to another
and irrespective of the fact that interventions
relate to each other: supporting or undermining
each other in an organic rather than an additive
way.
Within criminology there is a pervading conceptual
positivism. In part this is merely the usual social
amnesia about the past - the constant rediscovery
of old ideas and concepts which have already had
many hours of human labour devoted to their
refinement and critique, yet which are presented as
new discoveries (see Jacoby, 1975). A century of
social science does not really deserve the simple
voluntarism of rational choice theory or the
unexercised tautology or Hirschi's control theory.
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But it is in practical criminology that this failing
is most blatant. Take the rediscovery of the concept
of displacement which after all has been in use
since the middle of the last century by theorists
such as Engels amongst others (see Engels, 1969;
Young, 1989). There is very little effort put into
conceptualising their method of operation. Thus
such a central concept in the discussion of social
intervention becomes reduced to a largely unstated
notion of the presence or absence of immediate,
adjacent, crime specific slurping of the problem
from one area to another. It is cast in a hydraulic
analogy which even experts in flooding would find
ingenious. (eg Repetto, 1974).
In criminology there is a great reluctance to
actually spell out what exactly is the relationship
between an intervention and the reduction of crime.
Neighbourhood Watch, for example, becomes some
sort of magic wand which will tackle burglary
without anyone exactly explaining how, whilst other
interventions such as youth clubs or ???? despite
their obvious charm have as much logical reason to
increase crime as to decrease it. To take the notion
of better lighting as a preventative to crime on
which, millions of Pounds, Dollars and Deutchmarks
are spent every year, the theory rarely rises above
that of the dimmer switch. That is, if we turn the
switch up crime goes down. Against this its
opponents believe that it doesn't. The debate rarely
rises above this level of sophistication although
there are those who talk about the type of bulbs.
(For a sophisticated approach see K. Painter, 1988).

Nothing bedevils practical criminology more than
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the problems of implementing a particular policy.
Largely, it is assumed that an intervention occurs
merely by the criminologist giving the project a
label. But it is one thing for example to say that
Mobilisation for Youth was an intervention
designed to increase opportunities for youth
another to actually practically achieve this aim. As
we know there was a slippery slope down which
Mobilisation for Youth became Mobilisation for
Youth Workers. It is easy to designate an area a
neighbourhood Watch Scheme, it is quite another to
achieve anything beyond the label - usually stuck
in the householders windows. All of the theory in
the world is useless if we do not have the power to
shift bureaucracies into action and to mobilise
public support.
The problem of measurement: what exactly is the rate
of crime in any one place and at any time, simply
will not go away. Every attempt at resolving the
problem whether through self-report studies or
through studies of criminal victimisation simply
reproduces the old problems of the criminal
statistics as crime known to the police. This is not
to suggest that advances in measurement cannot be
made. But as I will attempt to show in Chapter Eight
the notion that we have hard facts to feed into the
computer is a fallacy which nest be got rid of.
As it is everything is up for grabs. The annual
publication of crime statistics - whether they be
crimes known to the police or victimisation data are greeted by a free for all of denunciation and
celebration. If the rape rate goes up one side
concludes patriarchy. the other (the police) welcome
the increase in reporting as a sign of greater
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confidence in the police. Moral panics begin, heave
up and die but we as criminologists are unable to
provide even the most elementary statistics as to
the true extent of such phenomena as heroin use,
child abuse, sexual or racial attacks. During the
panic over heroin in Britain in 1982 figures were
bandied about with a persistent frequency and
solemn certainty. In following up each of these
figures I found that none was based on substantial
research (see Young, 1987b, and, for the United
States, Widg and Walker, 1980). In Western countries
at the moment a huge and justified concern has
arisen over the problem of child abuse, but we
literally have no inkling of the actual numbers of
children involved or most importantly what exactly
we are measuring.
Given the vast amount of money spent an criminal
Justice interventions it is often a surprise to the
non-criminologist that very little of these
resources are adequately monitored. Money is
thrown at crime both by the right and the left and
any rational assessment of impact is the exception
rather than the rule.
Let me take the example of Neighbourhood Watch
which exhibits all the problems of sectional
advocacy, lack of investigation, problems of
measurement and inadequate monitoring.
Watch
schemes have had a spectacular growth both in the
United States and Western Europe. But it is, in fact,
as a social movement rather than as a crime
prevention initiative that is its true success.
Dennis Rosenbaum has given us a trenchant critique
of the Watch schemes. To let us start with the level
of theorisation. He writes:
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"The attraction of Neighbourhood Watch rests an a
number of key assumptions about neighbourhood
processes and social behaviour. While several of
these assumptions are theory-based, others are
simply popular beliefs accepted by the general
public as statements of fact. In any event, these
assumptions (which are rarely challenged) need to
be stated explicitly and examined critically. Five
of the more problematic assertions are discussed
below, but the reader should note that the list of
assumptions is much longer.' (1988, p.131).
It is to Rosenbaum's credit that he realises the
need to lay out those assumptions but note he is the
first writer, to my knowledge to do so, and so the
stating
of
the
logic
was
carried
out
retrospectively after the setting up of schemes all
over the Western world. If I may intersect at this
paint: it is in fact terribly difficult to see how
exactly Neighbourhood Watch is likely to affect
crime, particularly crises such as burglary for
which it is popularly proselytised. For example, in
a recent survey carried out in inner London (K.
Painter et al, 1989) which has a particularly high
burglary rate we found that the average citizen
witnesses a burglary once in every twenty years.
Ones eye balls would ache more often than not
before a successful Neighbourhood sighting would
be made! It is in the area of monitoring that
Rosenbaum's critique is most formidable:
"At our request, Leonard Sipes (using documents at
the National Criminal Justice Reference Service)
identified 111 programmes that claim 'success' with
Neighbourhood Watch by reporting reductions in
crime. While many writers in the mass media and
elsewhere have been quick to conclude that these
success stories are truly indicative of the power of
Watch-type programmes, these conclusions are not
based on hard evidence. For example, 92 per cent of
the project collected data using the one group pretest-post-test design - a very weak research design
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that is subject to many threats to validity. Most of
these programmes were implemented in the late
19370s and early 1980s when crime rates were
peaking and beginning to decline across the United
States, thus introducing the possibility that
statistical regression artefacts can explain the
observed declines. Often, only police crime
statistics were examined in the target area. The low
quality of evaluation research in this field has
been recognised by several researchers. To
summarise
these
concerns,
the
programme
evaluations are characterised by weak designs, an
under-use of statistical significance tests, a poor
conceptualisation and definition of treatments, the
absence of a valid and reliable measurement of
programme implementation and outcomes, and a
consistent
failure
to
address
competing
explanations for observed effects." (1988, pp.127128).
He concludes that in the majority of cases where
evaluations occurred the "large majority ... are
seriously flawed." Only two evaluations to date
could be viewed as reasonably strong tests. One of
these, in Seattle, yielded positive results whilst
the other in Chicago yielded negative. He concludes
that logically the impact of Watch schemes are
likely to be contradictory:
"In terms of current policy and practice, this
analysis suggests that Watch-type programmes have
been oversold. There is a need to recognise that
Neighbourhood Watch cannot be easily implemented
and sustained in all types of neighbourhoods. One
policy question is whether to try harder to
implement Neighbourhood Watch in high-crime areas
where obtaining citizen participation is the most
difficult or take a more sceptical view that this
type of programme may be inappropriate for such
neighbourhoods. In any event, organisers should
recognise that a single strategy such as 'watching'
is unlikely, by itself, to curtail a deeply rooted
crime problem and that multiple approaches will be
necessary. This analysis also suggests that
planners should not assume that Watch programmes
are 'wired' to produce only pro-social effects and
that untoward effects are impossible. Contrary to
prior theoretical statements about fear reduction,
there are both theoretical and empirical reasons
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to be concerned that residential meetings, left to
themselves, nay heighten residents' fears. Thus if
the strategy is pursued, the responsibility of
organisers reaches beyond simply organising an
initial meting, to encouraging discussion of the
'right' subject matter in the 'right' way. The goal of
fear reduction that has moved to the forefront of
United States national policy an community crime
prevention may need to be re-examined. Fear
reduction way not be possible or even desirable
given the objective of increasing citizen crime
prevention behaviours." (1988, p.142).
The importance of a multiple approach to crime
reduction together with the recognition that crime
prevention interventions may decrease awareness
and tolerance to crime is a theme which fits well
with realism and to which we will return.
And of course, Rosenbaum is referring to US
research.
In Britain and Western Europe the
situation is even bleaker - most community crime
prevention programmes are simply not monitored, or
if they are, are monitored using patently
inadequate data and measures of success and
failure. In Britain there have been, in fact, only
four adequately monitored pieces of research:
Trevor Bennett's study of neighbourhood watch in
London (1987); Pat Allat's study of the impact of
crime prevention measures on burglary (1984) and
Hedges et al (1980) study of vandalism and crime and
Kate Painter's (1988) study of lighting and crime (see
Hope and Dowds, 1987). There are others in the
pipeline (see J Lea et al, 1988 and J Seagrove 1988)
but they are few and far between.
The monitored
Britain is that
of Criminology
Watch schemes

study of Neighbourhood Watch in
of Dr Trevor Bennett of the institute
at Cambridge (1987). This study of two
in London came to similar dismal
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conclusions. Crime was not reduced, indeed in one
area it increased; reporting rates and clear up
rates were unaffected, but there was some
beneficial affect on fear of crime yet "the most
troubling result was the significant reduction in
the ???????? [number] of police in the area." (p.44) It
has to be said that this report produced just
before the 1987 General election was greeted with
dismay
in
Government
circles.
After
all
Neighbourhood Watch was a main plank of Tory
policy. In a short while. of course, dismay became
translated into doubts over the scholarship of the
research and indeed the representativeness of the
areas chosen. Yet the Home Secretary at the 1988
Conservative Party Conference heralded then as one
of the great success stories of the Tories law and
order policy and a concrete example of their
concept of "active citizenship".
Does Nothing Work? The Problems of Theory Testing
In case I am accused of exaggerating the failure of
criminology let me stress that I am not echoing the
famous slogan 'Nothing Works' which was somewhat
incorrectly attributed to Robert Martinson fifteen
years ago. Some things do work: indeed it would be a
miracle, given the vast expenditure an criminal
justice all over the world that a few shots did not
hit the target whether inadvertently or not. If
literally
'nothing
worked'
we
would
have
remarkable clues as to what did. Of course, there is
no doubt that by sheer physical measures you can
reduce crime in any particular spot. But protecting
one person's house may make more available those
next doer. It is one thing to affect crime rates
against
particular
individuals
and
their
properties, it is another thing to effect the overall
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crime rate. And as I have mentioned the very concept
of displacement is very frugally developed. At the
very least for example each different theory of
crime might predicate displacement at a differing
place and time.
The problem is more than we do not really
understand why measures which do work are
successful and we do not learn from the measures
which do not work. A successful science learns from
both successes and failure, each has equal
standing in the building of a discipline. Some
things are working but unless we seriously learn
from both our successes and failures we are doomed
to one off initiatives which despite frequent
applause from the politicians in the gallery give
cold comfort to the playwrights in the wings. And
the cause is, as Downes and Rock recently panted
out:
"There has been an indefensible and irrational
tendency to dismiss a whole line of theoretical
reasoning after the purported failure of a single
demonstration project or experiment. In most other
areas of enquiry, the consequence of negative or
inconclusive findings would be to modify the
original programme in order to change the outcome.
Unusually hard criteria are applied quite
precipitately in social reform experiments." (1988,
p.320).
The social reform experiments which Downes and
Rack refer to centre particularly an the
Mobilisation of Youth and War Against Poverty
programmes
of
the
Kennedy
and
Johnson
administrations in the United States. Here, a
powerful coalition an the right and the new left
united in their dismissal of reformism. The first
because they did not want change the second
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because they saw State intervention as necessarily
counterproductive, the third because they believed
that any change outside of the 'fundamental' was
inconsequential. It was these three unlikely
political strands which created the base for
American imposssibilism which cosseted the slogan
'nothing works' through the nineteen sixties and
seventies. But the era of impossibilism in the late
seventies has been replaced by a mod of cautious
optimism today. This is partly a product of the move
to the right in the United States and Britain, partly
because of the reappraisal of social democratic
ideas which I discuss in Chapter Two, and partly
because of the downturn in the U.S. Crime Statistics.
The cynic might remark that this is not so much
because the criminologist has solved the crime
problem as the crimes have solved themselves for
the criminologist. Whatever, the change in the crime
rate particularly in the United States which is the
major conceptual motor of world criminology, has
a dramatic effect an those paradigms which move to
the forefront.
Thus where there was once dismissal, there is new
undue celebration. Thus Dennis Rosenbaum writes of
one branch of crime control:
"Despite all the impressive statistics and
laudatory accomplishments attributed to community
crime
prevention
programs,
the
standard
evaluations in this field, which structure the
foundation of public opinion about the success of
these programs, are seriously wanting ...
The endorsement of comity crime prevention
programs extends from many quarters including
federal, state and local government agencies, as
well as corn pity organisations. The enthusiastic
embracing of community crime prevention is perhaps
most apparent at the grass-root level, where
practitioners acclaim the utility of their efforts
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through popular press articles and numerous
homespun program publications, newsletters, and
guidebooks that also serve to assist interested
communities in the planning and implementation of
programs.
Not everyone has the same level of interest in
presenting the 'hard facts.' To obtain program
funding from public or private sources, grant
applications often have a strong motivation to
convince the funding agency that it will be
investing in a proven, highly effective program for
preventing crime in their comity. Likewise, the
granting agencies, although wanting to remain
neutral in the absence of hard data, also want to
believe that they were supporting a good 'product'.
Moreover, the media are very interested in success
stories inasmuch as our losses in the seventeenyear 'war against crime' have greatly outnumbered
our victories. Consequently, we have witnessed
literally hundreds of media stories about the
proven successes of community crime prevention
over the past decade. Given this state of affairs,
the primary checks and balances must come from the
academic
community,
armed
with
evaluation
research skills and disinterested in the direction
of the outcome." (1986, pp.19, 22, 23).
Who is to blow the whistle on failure? Much of the
success' of such programmes relies on the homespun
belief that 'obvious' measures must 'obviously' work.
Neighbourhood Watch, better lighting, more youth
clubs are clear examples of this, although even the
most perfunctory examination of their logical
relation to crime - or fear of crime - reduction
might suggest that in certain circumstances their
input Right well increase rather than decrease the
problem. And despite Rosenbaun's faith in the
objectivity of the
academic community
few
institutions have the privilege of independent
enquiry. As anyone running a research institute
knows particularly in the present financial
climate, clients expect the results that they pay for:
they do not expect to be told that their crime
control expenditure has been ill spent and wasted.
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Finally, let me briefly mention the problem of
generalisation out of context - I will analyse this
in detail when I deal with specificity in Chapter
Five. This is simply the way in which the context of
a phenomenon and its actual constitution are often
ignored in the process of generalisation. For
example Neighbourhood Watch in the context of a
democratic police force is very different from one
in which the police are largely unaccountable. The
vital link between the public and the police is
ignored if we simply generalise about Watch
schemes out of context. And to regard everything
called 'Neighbourhood Watch' as identical just
because of the same name is to believe in the magic
of labels and ignore the actual constitution of
institutions. All of this is obviously compounded
when we move between countries or even between the
developed and the underdeveloped world.
The problems of criminology are thus many-fold.
These are the insistent sectarianism of theory, the
weak level of conceptualisation of the internal
logic of each theory, a blindness towards the
problems of policy implementation, the problem of
measurement - which simply will not go away,
inadequate monitoring and control, a very
perfunctory notion of theory testing and a
haphazard tendency to generalise way beyond the
context of the specific phenomenon being examined.
All of these weaknesses relate, to the gulf between
criminological theory and the reality of crime and
its control.
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