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THE LEFT AND CRIME CONTROL

"The term 'social control' has lately become a Mickey
Mouse concept, used to include all social processes
ranging from infant socialisation to public
execution, all social policies whether called
health, education or welfare." (S Cohen, pp.101-102).
Left Realism is in fundamental disagreement with
conventional and left idealist approaches to crime
control. The Draconian penalties advocated by the
law and order lobby, by amplifying and hardening
criminals, simply serve to make matters worse. A
fundamental irony is the policies of the 'hard on
crime advocates' in fact only serve to increase
crime. They do not take crime seriously. On the
other hand, the idealists, with their myopia about
crime, simply turn their back on the problem. They
leave crime to proceed unheeded - they help create
social mores which encourage divisiveness.
For the left idealist social control is a buzz word;
for as all the major institutions of society cohere
to maintain the present capitalist society, control,
whether in education or by the police, is an
unambiguous anathema.
Not only, then, is no
differentiation made between institutions but
contradictions
within
institutions
and
the
possibility of lasting reforms which will mitigate
repression and open up potentialities for change
are ruled out of court. Conversely, all rebellion
or deviance is interpreted as the blossoming of
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consciousness, a hit back at the system. Everything,
from truancy, through football hooliganism, to
hustling, has been seen in this light.
Realism discards such a Rousseauesque conception
of human nature; it stresses the necessity of
discipline, it does not question the need for order,
rather it asks whose order, whose discipline and
for what purpose? Realism instructs us that to
control crime one must be faithful to the nature of
crime, that is understand where the phenomenon has
come from, what is its nature and what is its impact.
To
attempt
the
control
of
crime
without
understanding its aetiology as the administrative
criminology does is an impossibility. For neoclassicism, like 19th century classicism before it,
makes the fundamental mistake of assuming that
control of an act can be based on abstract
principles which disregard the inequality of the
actors and the degree of determination imposed on
them by their past circumstances. For the same
sanction can have the effect of stopping a crime, or
of maintaining it, or even exacerbating it,
depending upon the reasons for the offence.
Theories of heroin control, for example, which
believe that all heroin use is the same problem
given that an identical diacetylmorphine molecule
is involved and that therefore general rules can
be evolved are mistaken (eg J Q Wilson, 1975).
For it makes all the difference in the world what
structural determinants propel the actor, whether
he/she is a street-junkie, a therapeutic addict or
a physician user. Generalisations about social
control cannot be made independently of the
aetiology of deviance and, furthermore, can only
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operate within delineated political and social
situations. The new administrative criminology, for
example, may search the globe for empirical
instances of the efficacy of beat policing and will
present its results as a sort of arithmetic
summation. But such a conflation of situation is
absurd.
Beat policing will be effective and
progressive in one political situation, it will be
counter-productive and repressive in another.
After all, they have beat policing in Soweto.
The solution to the problem of crime lies for the
realist, in aetiology. If its cause is injustice, then
its solution must lie in this direction. The social
democratic brand of positivism, although sensing
that injustice was the root cause of crime, either
deflected its attentions to purely individual
deprivation (eg
maternal deprivation, broken
homes, etc.) or made the fundamental mistake of
believing
that
ameliorating
deprivation
quantitatively in an absolute sense (eg raising
standards of education, housing, etc.) would solve
the problem of relative deprivation. But it is not
absolute poverty which causes crime, or poor
housing, or unemployment per se - it is wealth
unfairly distributed, it is the houses of the rich
contrasting with the hovels of the poor, it is the
way in which unemployment cuts the citizen off with
blatant unfairness from the desiderata of our
society. But at least positivism sensed that there
was something wrong.
The new administrative
criminologists, having noted that reform has not
worked, merely offer the certainty of punishment as
a deterrent or removing temptation out of reach or
even greater surveillance.
They believe such
control measures will solve the problem of
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relative deprivation. Why, all of these conditions
exist in our modern prisons, but nowhere is rule
breaking greater! They fail to realise that such
measures are an instruction in unfairness, but
having given up the job of creating a rational
world based on justice, they have no course but to
instead create a system of control in which their
'rational' man would obey the dictates of coercion.
But, in reality, such a reasonable man does not
merely weigh up the sanctions positive and negative
before him like the puppets believed by classical
economists, he assesses these in terms of
deprivation experienced in the past. As it is the
inequalities in the economic sphere are reinforced
and confirmed for a large number of the working
class by the inequalities of justice in the streets
and courts.

The central tenet of realism is that social control
must be tailored to the nature of crime. Classicism
in all its varieties (from Beccaria to the new
administrative criminology) attempts to foist on the
offender the notion Of an abstract economic man
maximising choices outside of his or her notion of
justice.
The problem, then, is how to create a
marketplace of punishment and reward in which this
abstraction can learn to "be rational." In contrast
positivism looks for the essence of the offender a product of past background and pathology - whilst
the conservative sees an equally essential natural
propensity to evil. All of these conceptions are
remote from actuality of real human actors. The
classicist abstraction does not exist: a person
makes choices based on experiences of social
justice which have been created rather than
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allayed by limitation in choice. The positivist and
conservative 'essence of criminality' is an
absurdity - it occurs on the level of appearances
only after the offender has been "processed" by the
criminal justice system. It is the self-fulfilling
prophecy rather than the correctness of theory
which substantiates the notion of 'the criminal
man'! In reality, at its inception, the vast majority
of offences are minor, amateurish and sporadic.
They are committed out of choice but are chosen
within a system of determination. Whereas neoclassicist theory presents us with a simplistic
voluntarism and a correspondingly naive notion of
deterrence, a whole range of theory, from social
democratic types of positivism to idealism, presents
us with the reverse. That is a belief that there is
a simple determined line of causality between
circumstances and crime. Poor conditions cause
crime.
Therefore.
it is argued that it is
impossible to prevent crime without changing these
circumstances. Furthermore, it follows that it is
wrong to punish the offender for conditions beyond
his/her control. Thus to punish the criminal is to
blame the victim. The offender thus neatly becomes
the victim and the victim is largely ignored. And,
of course, any notion of deterrence is committed
forthwith to the
dustbin of conceptual
impossibility. This, as countless conservative and
neo-classicist theories
have quite correctly
pointed out, ignores moral choice. It does not
square at all with the fundamental honesty of the
mass of the poor. Of course, by substituting for the
determined offender a notion of the human actor,
with a seemingly unlimited capacity for choice,
conservatives commit a mirror image error. The
obvious must be stated: human beings make choices
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but they do so in a varying array of circumstances
beyond their choosing. They are both determined
and determining, and any system of justice,
punishment and deterrence which does not take this
to be its core, is profoundly unrealistic.
With
this in mind the notion of moral responsibility is
vital. We must resist, as Cohen puts it in an essay
aimed against the widespread rejection of guilt
and responsibility in radical criminology, the
"constant
sociological
impulse
to
shift
accountability for crime onto higher and higher
levels of social structure.
Not just family,
neighbourhood, social class position, but the whole
system - capitalism in all its ways - is to blame".
(1979, p.30). For to explain it at a structural level
is not to take blame away. It is to put blame in
context,
it is to provide the determining
circumstances,
not
in
the
random
and
individualistic way of the mitigating circumstances
of the law courts, but in a substantive function.
It is to put choice within the rubric of
circumstances which surround it.
It is not to
excuse but to situate.
The blanket denial of responsibility whether one is
talking of the juvenile vandal, the heroin addict
or the wife batterer is an anathema. They do not
have to act in this way. Such theories are not
merely incorrect, they actually encourage crime by
allowing people the dispensation of loss of
responsibility.
And, given such a choice,
deterrence is far from being either impractical,
counter-productive of conceptually illogical.
What needs to be underlined is that it is deterrence
with a justice that is effective.
For example,
radical criminology needs to move from a position
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which insists on solely pointing out how existing
systems of policing result in the alienation of
youth, harassment, deviancy amplification, etc. It
must say all of these things and then proceed to
demonstrate how policing within a system of
democratic control involving the minimum coercion
necessary can help control with justice the
offender and assuage the sense of injustice of the
victim. The mirror image nature of current ideas on
crime and punishment can be seen in the two
abstract systems of justice which dominate our
penal and sentencing system. One, epitomised by the
adult trial (for example in the Crown Court in
Britain) has the notion of the free-willed,
responsible actor. Mitigating circumstances are
allowed as random, unsystematised, marginal
excuses. They enter only peripherally the realm of
freedom which citizens as offenders are presented
as inhabiting. All people in this scheme are held
as equally responsible for their deeds, and the
seriousness of the offence is judged against a
scale of well-intentioned but rather ill-defined
notions of social harm.
The other system is its utter opposite: here, the
individual is viewed as a determined creature who
is a product of circumstances. This mode of justice
is seen in the Juvenile Court.
Advocates from both camps attempt to collapse one
system into the other. Positivists, such as Barbara
Wootton or Hans Eysenck view the adult courts as
pre-scientific incorporating as they do the
metaphysics of freewill, whereas neo-classicists of
the 'Justice for Children' and 'Back to Justice'
movements seek to transform the juvenile courts
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and to rid the adult courts of positivist elements
such as the notion
of rehabilitation
and
indeterminate sentence.
Both systems of justice have opposite yet equally
abstract notions of evaluation social harm. In the
first case harm is judged, if it property, by cost.
£500 worth of theft is considerably more important
than £5 worth. Who was the victim of the theft is of
little importance.
In the other, the degree of
social harm is deemed inconsequential. After all,
does it really matter whether a delinquent stole £5
or £500; isn't it the basic problems which he suffers
in terms of his personality and social skills of
which the theft is a mere symptom?
A socialist system of justice would seek to put both
offender and victim into context. We must emphasise
that people really do have choices and thus are
responsible for their actions.
But we must
realistically appraise that such freedom exists in
very determinate yet variable circumstances. To
judge an unemployed youth stealing £50 as equal to
an accountant fiddling £50 on income tax is
invidious.
Secondly, that the impact of the same crime is very
different on different victims: £50 stolen from an
old age pensioner is very different from £50 stolen
from Woolworth's. Both the choices are available to
the offender and the freedom of the victim are
articulated by the offence and are vital variables
in terms of justice.
We have seen how, in the discussion of aetiology, the
different theories answered different questions
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about the triangle of offender, social reaction and
the victim. Positivism asked, why the offender? Neoclassicism and left idealism - from opposite
political perspectives - asked why social reaction?
And conventional victimology asked, why is such and
such a person victimised? The job of realism is to
tackle all three sides of the deviancy process. A
similar, unrealistic division of labour occurs in
the field of social control, in answer to the
question, what is to be done about crime? Each
theory focuses largely on just one side of the
triangle. The new administrative criminology is
interested in what is the appropriate sentence,
police method or precaution against crime (ie
social reaction) seemingly independent of the
background of the offender and with the victim
merely a risk statistic in the background.
Left
idealism, particularly in its social control mode:
absolutionism, is once more a mirror image of
administrative criminology. It seeks to restrict
penalty, often quite without regard to the nature of
the offender - who becomes the 'second' and main
victim, whilst the 'first' victim is relegated to the
background. Positivism, of course, traditionally
focuses on the offender (what can be done with him
or her?), ignoring the state and with little interest
in the victim. Lastly, conventional victimology
spends considerable time discussing what can be
done about victimisation, how it can be avoided,
what compensation and counselling can be given for
the victim, without much awareness of the
relationship of offender to victim or whether the
state's reaction to the offender is in the victim's
best interest.
Realism would seek to bring together the triangle.
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As we have seen, it is interested not only in the
social situation of the offender, but the victim
also: the way in which the injustices which led to
the offence compound the injustices which have
occurred to the victim. How, for example, as Alan
Phipps has pointed out in this volume, the workingclass offender victimises the working-class victim
and one locus of inequality impacts and increases
another. And, of course, in order to judge what is
an appropriate social reaction we must weigh these
substantive matters, both in terms of guilt and
likely impact.

Realism and Reform:
If Functionalism is the Theory, Impossibilism is the Practice
Realism sets its face against impossibilism. That is
the tendency both in left and liberal circles to
suggest that any programme of reform is merely an
extension of the social control 'net'. Indeed, the
Central problematic of their paradigm is to attempt
to demonstrate how any seeming reform, however
"soft" in its aspect, is actually an extension of the
social control apparatus. Everything, then, from
intermediate treatment through to 'cautioning' and
suspended sentences, is seen as increasing the
degree of control and surveillance.
But, of course, such impossibilism by itself creates
an extraordinary sense of impotence, not to say
irrelevance, for the would be activist. The problem
is: how is it possible to work for reforms which will
not be snapped up and corrupted by the system,
propping up its legitimacy and often adding to its
effectiveness as a mode of repression in the
process?
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The answer to this question finds its most
sophisticated form in abolitionism a left idealist
current particularly strong in Western Europe.
Abolitionism attempts to tackle the problem of what
strategy is feasible in a class society, given that
all proposals however radical, are in danger of
cooption: of being turned into even more
sophisticated instruments of domination. 'Positive'
reforms are those which can be coopted, which can
be incorporated within the system, adding to both
its legitimacy and its effectiveness.
'Negative'
reforms, however, involve demands for the removal
or change in parts of the existing system, in a way
which cannot be incorporated. At heart, it suggests
that negative reforms are ones which displace
institutions which perform essential functions
within the existing system.
They thus directly
compete with the status quo (see T Mathieson, 1974).

Realists take issue with this distinction between
positive and negative reforms and with the
functionalist theories
of
the
state
which
underwrite them. For them there is no such thing as
a reform which is without contradictions.
For
example, elsewhere we have shown (Greenwood and
Young, 1975) how the right to abortion as a formal
demand conceals the substantial inequalities
which force some women to have abortions.
Progressive abortion legislation involves gain on
the level of women's rights but is simultaneously a
control measure on the part of population
controllers. Reforms, because they merge from a
class-divided society, will always display such a
two-sided nature. The search, then, for the 'pure',
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'negative', reform is a chimera which we can well do
without.
In order to securely ground our critique of
impossibilism we must first briefly look at the
nature of reform in a capitalist society.
Institutions arise in our society out of conflict
between groups of people coalescing around
material and ideological contradictions which
continually arise within capitalism.
Class
conflict is not an episodic business occurring
merely at revolutionary breaks in the system, but
endemic and continuous.
Any reform of any
significance is riven by such a conflict: both in its
inception and in its implementation. Because of
this, it is impossible to explain reforms as
teleologically "caused" one-sidedly by the needs of
the system and the interests of the powerful. And
their efforts are seldom unambiguously functional
or dysfunctional to any one particular group - even
where the intention behind their innovation was
unambiguously functional or instrumental.
Capitalism, by its very nature, throws up constant
contradictions. For example, the contradiction
between the espousal of a meritocratic system of
justice (eg The American Dream) or the actual lack
of opportunities, can give rise to crime. It can
also, if political possibilities are present, give
rise to a widespread pressure for reform. It can be
the very mother of social democracy. Similarly, as
writers such as Macpherson and Piven and Cloward
point out, the existence of mass democracy in
Western capitalist countries - itself the product of
the pressure for reform from subordinate sections
of society - constantly raises the spectre of
The Left and Crime Control

Realist Criminology

13

distribution of wealth and power and gives rise to
the potentiality for change.
Paul Willis powerfully put it:
"Capitalism freedoms are potentially real
freedoms and capitalism takes the wager... that the
freedoms will be used for self-determination. The
dominant class could never batten down the hatch
on these freedoms without help from below. And if
these freedoms are not used at this time for their
full, subversive, opposition or independent
purposes, capitalism will not take the blame. It
makes its own wager on uncertainty, others can make
theirs." (1977, p.175).
And in terms of simple fiscal restraints and
economic crises, openings for change constantly
occur.
One interpretation of the partial
decarceration that has occurred in prisons and
mental hospitals over the last decade may be
cynically seen as the mere decanting of a
population onto a long- suffering community which
is directly in the interests of the powers that be (eg
Scull, 1977). No doubt there is a degree of truth in
this but gains were made in the process in terms of
individuals being decarcerated to their advantage,
and these gains could have been greater given more
opportune political intervention. The very fact of
capitalist societies in which there are widely
different incarceration rates - the UK is at present
four times that of the Netherlands, for example shows the level of leeway possible within similar
types of social formation.
Crisis is thus engendered by the system; whether it
is crisis of legitimacy or of economic management.
And it is experienced by people as a violation of
their expectations of justice. The pressures for
reform arise out of the reality of people's lives,
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they are propelled from within capitalism,
utilising the language of justice and the mass base
of discontent created by the system.
The system of social control is, therefore, neither
a seamless web of coercion nor non-contradictory
in its form. That is, gains can be won both within
the lacunae of the state apparatus as within the
apparatus itself. But they have to be fought for
both at their genesis and in their maintenance.
Both in the effects on the working class offender
and in their appraisal of it, many of these
innovations are beneficial - not only in
comparison with the 'hard' edge of the cultural
apparatus, but even in the possibilities that they
can open up for the offender.
Of course, the extension of the net of repressive
social control is always a possibility, but it is not
a necessity and, furthermore, the possibility of
reform is always present.
All of this is very different from an abstract ideal
reform, which is non- contradictory, non-cooptable
and emerges from outside of the system: an ideal
generated by a detached intelligentsia. This is not
to underestimate the chasm between traditional
politics and the revolutionary transformation of
society: it simply pinpoints that the bridge across
must utilise the building blocks provided by the
present order of things.
It should be noted also that in absolutionism there
is an implicit assumption that to widen the net of
social control is per se disadvantageous to the
mass of the population. Part of this stems out of a
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distinct anti-state tendency which is shared both by
the neo-classicists and the New Left. To put it
simply, both do not want social democracy to work for different political reasons - and wish to
under-rate the contribution of the Welfare State.
Indeed, Edwin Lemert, one of the founders of the
new deviancy theory, explicitly argues that the
origins of radical sociology were in such an
opposition (see E Lemert, 1972,p.16). The New Left,
from its uncompromisingly revolutionary stance,
readily espoused such a position, viewing much of
the welfare apparatus as an instrument of
reformism which simply provided palliatives to the
population in order to oil the machinery of
capitalism. They joined, then, an easy alliance with
those liberals who, although totally opposed to
socialism, were in agreement in opposing the
encroachments of the state. Unable to distinguish
progressive or regressive state interventions, the
left idealists were unable to take note that the net
which entrapped offenders could also function as
a safety net. Child-saving, for example, could - and
can - be both hypocritical and humanitarian. Taken
to an extreme this perspective can result in
policies which, for example, can lead to an
opposition to increasing the number of people on
the register of potential child abusers because to
do so stigmatises their parents. Here is an area violence against children - where, to the contrary,
one only wishes the net were widened, because who
can speak for the neglected child other than state
and the social work professionals? And, similarly,
on public housing estates, it is very common for
people to be constantly worried by teenage vandals.
Old people particularly suffer from this, but so do
women and ethnic minorities. If more of these
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youngsters are cautioned by the police this is seen
as spreading the net of state intervention. But who
is opposed to protection against harassment, sexual
assault and racism? It is one thing to justifiably
argue against the form of state intervention: police
illegality, social work stereotyping and lengthy
institutionalisation. But this is not the same as
saying there should be no intervention.
Yet
repeatedly, in reaction against the severity and
injustice of existing penalties, left idealists and
liberals
find
themselves
arguing
against
intervention and social control per se.
Realisms and the Prison
The standard history of the prison was one of
reform and its failure - this in the classicist
tradition from Beccaria to Wilson. Against this, a
"revisionist"
reading
of
the
history
and
development has grown arguing that, far from
humanitarian progress, the real meaning of the
prison was to create divisions with the working
class (see Cohen and Scull, 1985). This revisionist
interpretation is shared by many socialist
historians and contemporary left idealists today.
In no other branch of radical criminology has
functionalism taken such a root and developed such
a taken- for-granted equality as in the debate on
the possibility of prison reform. How can it be, it
is asked, that such an inefficient instrument in
terms of reform, with its high recidivism rate and
its role as a "university of crime" can continue for
over a century of blatant failure? The answer to
this, in the best tradition of functionalism, is that
the prison is, in fact, far from a failure, but a
functional necessity in the perpetuation of
capitalism. All of the major radical writers on
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prisons explicitly take up a functionalist
explanation of its persistence (eg Mathieson, 1974;
Fitzgerald, 1977; Melossi and Pavarini, 1981).
Such left functionalist theory of the failure of the
prisons can be seen clearly in Jeffrey Reiman's
brilliant polemic against the prison and the class
society, The Rich Get Richer and the Poor Get Poorer,
where he describes what he calls the Pyrrhic
Retreat Theory of the criminal justice system. Thus
he writes:
"[This] theory veers away from traditional Marxist
accounts of legal institutions insofar as such
accounts generally emphasise the repressive
function of the criminal justice system, while my
view emphasises its ideological function. On the
whole, Marxists see the criminal justice system as
serving the powerful by successfully repressing the
poor. My view is that the system serves the powerful
by its failure to reduce crime, not by its success.
Needless to add, insofar as the system fails in some
respects and succeeds in others, these approaches
are not necessarily incompatible. Nevertheless, it
is important to keep in mind that in looking at the
ideological rather than the repressive function of
criminal justice, I shall focus primarily on the
image its failure conveys rather than on what it
actually succeeds in repressing. To these remarks
should be added the recognition that since the
1960s, a new generation of Marxist theorists,
primarily French, has begun to look specifically at
the ideological function performed by the
institutions of the state. Most noteworthy in this
respect is the work of Louis Althusser and Nicos
Poulantzas." (1979, pp.6-7)
Thus he locates his position - as with so much left
idealist work of the last ten years - as one
influenced by Althusserian functionalism. And he
indicates clearly that the function of the "future"
of the prison is to help divide and rule the working
class:
"the Message is two-pronged: (1) By focusing on
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individual criminals, the criminal justice system
diverts attention away from the irrationalities and
injustices of our social and economic institutions.
(2) By focusing on poor criminals, the criminal
justice system diverts attention away from the rich
and powerful who most profit from our social and
economic institutions, and the failure to reduce
crime at all reinforces this by diverting fear and
hostility on to the poor. The sum total of this is to
divert attention both from the injustice of the
social order and from those who occupy positions of
power and privilege in that order." (1979, pp.167-8).
The
capitalist
system
generates
a
surplus
population who are unable to find labour. The
criminalisation
and
incarceration
of
this
population has functions on a number of levels.
Firstly, it removes them from disturbing the
productive process, then it blames such a need for
'sanitation' on their individual qualities.
Secondly, it distracts the attention of the working
class away from ruling class crime and general
social inequality onto this scapegoat population.
Thus
a
failure
of
capitalism
is
turned
ideologically into a success (see M Fitzgerald, 1977).

My criticism of the revisionist or left idealist
position on the prisons is briefly as follows:
a.

Roots of Crime: it ignores Social Disorganisation and Individualism

I have argued throughout that crime is, by and
large, a result of the breakdown of class
solidarity. This was as true in the 19th century as
today.
The idea, then, that the prison was
introduced and continues as a strategy of the
powerful to individualise the collective fight-back
of the surplus population is a position which
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remains at the level of appearances. It is correct
on one level and completely inaccurate on the
other. First of all it makes massive assumptions as
to the collective nature of such cultures and the
level of organisation. Secondly, it assumes that
more than a small amount of crime represents this
collectivity. The truth is that the majority of crime
is an individualistic response - it does not have to
be individualised by the powers that be. One might
not like the sort of individualistic analysis which
19th century reformers or contemporary members of
the working class, for that matter, tack on to
offenders - but that is not the same thing as denying
individualism and disorganisation. Social and
material situations can create individual, antisocial outcomes - to recognise this fact is not to
hold any court for classicist or positivist
theories. As we have seen these theories pick upon
what is one movement of a contradictory phenomenon
and create either the abstraction of free-willed
individualism in its place or that of the
pathological, determined criminal. Classicism and
positivism, the two polarities of bourgeois thought,
are each cast in the mode of analytical
individualism - and each reflect one-sided and
atavistic images of reality.
The reformers did not individualise the criminal,
for it individualistic mode of behaviour in the
first place. They merely in an incorrect context.
There is no reason, therefore, to was an put it
invent a conspiracy on their part to turn collective
resistance into individual effect.
And their
interpretation struck ready chords within the
working class and the offender himself - as it
continues to do so today. This was the basis of its
ideological effectiveness: its partial roots in
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reality. Thus Michael Ignatieff comments:
"If we return to what reformers said they doing, it
becomes clearer to me now than it was when I wrote
A Just Measure of Pain (1978) that the adoption of
the
penitentiary
in
particular
and
the
institutional solution in general cannot be
explained in terms of their supposed utility in
manufacturing social divisions within the working
class. This is because at bottom reformers, like
most of their own class, understood deviance in
irreducible individual rather than collective
terms; not ultimately as collective
social
disobedience, however much distress and collective
alienation influenced individuals, but a highly
personal descent into sin and error. Given this
individualists reading of deviance, the appeal of
institutional solutions lay in the drama of guilt
which they forced each offender to play out - the
drama of suffering, repentance, reflection and
amendment, watched over by the tutelary eye of the
chaplain." (1985, p.92)
Ignatieff is correct in his denunciation of the
revisionist notions of conspiracy, but he does not
go far enough; for the delusions which the
reformers held about criminal xxxx were grounded
in reality.
A central problem with left idealist histories of
the evolution of the prison and criminal law is
their tendency to focus on the atypical instances
where there was widespread collective opposition
and ignore the vast majority of instances where no
such
resistance
existed.
Thus
smugglers,
costermongers, poachers, bootleggers, became the
focus of attention, not thieves, rapists, burglars
and murderers. John Langbein picks up this with
venom when he writes of Douglas Hay's work on 18th
century English criminal procedure (1975):
"We may come close to understanding how [he] went
astray if we reflect upon [the way] in which Hay
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takes it for granted that the criminal law lacked
the adherence of the lower orders. To be sure,
there were corners of the criminal law that did not
command universal regard. The source of Hay's
undoing, I suspect, is that the only part of the
substantive criminal law with which he was deeply
acquainted when he wrote his essay was the uniquely
class-based and arbitrary game law.
There
certainly was popular dissatisfaction with the game
law (and not confined to the poor), but to
extrapolate from that bizarre scheme (mote ??? of it
misdemeanour) to the whole of the law of felony
would be a grievous error, just as it would be folly
in our own day to equate public attitudes towards
marijuana offences and, say, automobile theft.
When Hay speaks indifferently of stealing wood from
a Lord's park and sheep from a farmer's fold, he is
making that sort of error. The property crimes that
were of major consequence in the workload of 18th
century criminal courts - in particular the theft of
livestock, shop goods, and personal and household
belongings
were
those
about
whose
blameworthiness there was a moral consensus that
knew no class lines. That is why men of the nonelite could predominate (as prosecutors and jurors)
in convicting persons who committed property
crimes."
b. Division within the Working Class: It Ignores Agreement
The collective opposition to ruling class law is,
thus, focused upon rather than the vast majority of
crime which involves individualistic adaptations
and which were, and are, in general collectively
condemned. It is important to underline that the
majority of crime is intra-class rather than interclass. This is so today and it was so at the birth of
the penitentiary in the 19th century. It is quite
insufficient for idealist revisionist authors to
catalogue that the majority of people in prison are
working class - for so are their victims. And, as
victims, they become frequently involved in using
prosecution against other working class people who
offended against them. The history of criminal law
- and of the police and prisons - involves a
considerable degree of working class complicity
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and cooperation. This is what makes the notion that
state-manufactured crime within the working class
so ludicrous. Ignatieff is very clear about this:
"As regards imprisonment, the divide-and-rule
argument seems to me now to have fallen prey
unwittingly to the problem inherent in what
criminologists call 'labelling theory'.
The
notorious difficulty with this approach is that it
makes the state's sanctions the exclusive source of
the boundary between the deviant and the
respectable. This would seem to ignore the degree
to which, in the 19th as in the 20th century, the
moral sanctions condemning murder, rape, sexual
and personal assault were prior to and independent
of the punitive sanction, commanding assent across
class lines. In punishing these offences, the state
simply ratified a line of demarcation already
indigenous to the poor. Even in the case of petty
property crime, it is not clear that the criminal
sanction was labelling acts which the poor excused
as an inevitable response to distress or which they
justified in the vernacular of natural justice. The
poor, no less than the rich, were victims of property
crime, and any study of London police courts in the
19th century shows that they were prepared to go to
law to punish members of their own class (Davis,
1980; Philips, 1977).
If a constant process of
demarcation was under way between criminals and
the working classes, it was a process in which the
working classes themselves played a prominent part,
both in their resort to law and the informal
sanctioning behaviour which enforced their own
codes of respectability. Doubtless there was a
sympathy for the first-time offences and juveniles
convicted for minor property offences during hard
times; doubtless there were offenders whom working
people felt were unjustly convicted. Certainly
repeated imprisonment did isolate the criminal
from his own class.
But it is a serious overestimation of the role of the state to assume that
its sanctioning powers were the exclusive source of
the
social
division
between
criminal
and
respectable. The strategy of mass imprisonment is
better understood in class terms as an attempt by
the authorities to lend symbolic reinforcement to
values of personal honour which they themselves
knew were indigenous to the poor." (1985, pp.90-91).
It might be argued that all that is being reflected
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in the division between the respectable working
class and the poor - between the unemployed and the
surplus population.
The former support crime
control: the latter are criminal. All of these
distinctions are inaccurate. Most poor people are
respectable; very few unemployed are committed
criminals. Crime of a very professional nature is
a completely minority phenomenon, crime of a more
minor nature is frequent amongst the lower working
class, but is a product of disorganisation and
almost universally deplored. It is just another
slur upon the unemployed to suggest that
criminality is a generally approved mode of
behaviour. As with so many of the conventional
wisdoms of criminology it is completely exploded
when one adds the question of gender. A constant of
the social disorganisation o the slum is violence
against women. This has always contributed towards
half of the homicide statistics, virtually all of the
instances of rape and a large proportion of
serious assaults. All of these have always, rightly,
been regarded as serious offences. Are we really
to believe that the majority of poor people ever
thought otherwise?
c.

The Indispensability of Prison:
It Ignores their Lack of Function and Possibility of Alternatives
The problems with the left functionalist theory of
the prisons parallel that of functionalist theory
generally. As the prison is seen as essential to the
functioning of capitalism, reform is not on the
cards.
This results in an inability to take
alternatives seriously or, indeed, to allow for the
real difficulties in constructing alternatives to
prison.
Ignatieff,
in
a
critique
of the
functionalism inherent in his earlier work, writes:
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"When applied to prison history, this model implies
that institutions 'work', whereas the prison is,
perhaps, the classic example of an institution
which works badly and which nonetheless survives
in the face of recurrent scepticism as to its
deterrent or reformative capacity.
Instead of
looking for some hidden function which prisons
actually succeed in discharging, we ought to work
free of such functionalist assumptions altogether
and begin to think of society in much more dynamic
and historical terms, as being ordered by
institutions like the prisons which fail their
constituencies and which limp along because no
alternative can be found or because conflict over
alternatives is too great to be mediated into
compromise." (1985, p.96).
Thus, if we wish to look at the causes of the prison,
we can see it clearly in the interplay between the
reformers' conception of crime - itself grounded
partially in reality - conflicts and convergences
between the demands for control from a wide
section of the population, the fears of the
propertied, and the economics of the situation.
Similarly, the demands for alternatives today meet
resistance from the working class, scepticism from
government from both the point of view of their own
ideas on crime and the possibility of losing votes,
and extremely conflicting ideas of what should be
done emanating from both the abolitionist and
reformist camps. The mere suggestion of setting up
a half-way house in a community sends shivers of
apprehension in the public; and there are a
thousand
different
approaches
to
run
it
successfully.
But none of this is to suggest that the prison is
necessarily functional to the powers that be, let
alone to the working class. This is a quite separate
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question from causality and has to be assessed as
such. Thus it is important to assess dispassionately
the likely deterrent effect of prison on various
types of offenders (eg see Jill Box-Grainger's
discussion of sentencing rapists in this volume).
The deterrent effects both on the offenders and
would-be offenders are far from as obvious as both
abolitionists and the law and order lobby would
have us believe.
d. Functionalism and the Anomaly of Decarceration
It is important to realise how anomalous the
phenomenon of decarceration was to such a
functionalist paradigm and, indeed, how the whole
nature o the debate had a left idealistic
problematic at its heart.
For how could
decarceration be feasible if incarceration is as
functionally essential for capitalism?
Andrew Scull, of course, in his famous book "solves"
the problem within the confines of the left
functionalist paradigm by first of all dismissing
any notion that decarceration was a product of
humanitarianism or radical critique of the prison.
He then proceeds to argue that in a situation of
"fiscal crisis" the decarceration of prisoners into
the community was even more functional for
capitalism than imprisonment.
Roger Matthews, in his critique of Decarceration,
points to the way in which the theoretical
weaknesses and political pitfalls of the work are
a direct product of Scull's functionalism and that
this leads to a convergence with right-wing
punitive theories of crime of the sort that we have
repeatedly seen throughout this discussion:
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"Scull's attempt to provide a radical analysis is
deeply flawed by his functionalist metaphysics
which fail to analyse capitalism as a dynamic
contradictory whole, and thus gives an inflated
importance to the state devaluing all attempts at
mobilisation within the social formation.
The
implications of such an analysis are, at the root,
inherently conservative. Scull's failure to provide
any concrete analysis of 'crime' in capitalist
society detracts enormously from his account of
decarceration.
"Such abstentionism severely forecloses the
possibility of radical practice. In Scull, however,
not only is there no analysis of crime but also no
substantive analysis of the developments of
incarceration.
Thus there is no point of
comparison
between
institutional
and
noninstitutional forms of control. Scull's invective
against community control thus disappears in a
whirlpool of moral indignation.
"Scull's self-characterisation as standing alone
outside the 'growing harmony of interests' across
the political spectrum supporting decarceration is
seriously mistaken. He is, in fact, in 'good' company.
An influential group of radical conservative
criminologists are also arguing against community
control and for the stricter application of prison
sentences." (R Matthews, 1979, p.111).
Yet despite Scull's attempt to rescue left idealist
notions of the prison from changes in reality, the
decrease in the prison population where it
occurred sat very uneasily with the notion of the
essential function of the prison. Fortunately, the
facts allowed the traditional approach to reassert
itself. For in the years after the publication of
Decarceration (1977), the prison population in the
United States once again began to rise, whilst in
Britain it never actually decreased, merely pausing
for a short while before continuing its steady
increment.
This allows incarceration to be
continued to be seen as an essential function and
the ploy of decarceration to be viewed in reality as
a mere widening of the net: the development of
community controls in addition to the prison (see A
The Left and Crime Control

Realist Criminology

27

Scull, 1983). One begins to understand the sense of
relief with which Barbara Hudson expressed in a
recent review of the literature, when she ends her
article: "The decarceration era - both symbolically
and in practice - is truly over!" (1984, p.58).
The problem, however, was far from over - it would
not go away because of the puzzling data from other
countries. Generalisations about social processes
are constantly susceptible to choosing the
countries which fit the theory and blandly ignoring
all else. For example, the concept of the essential
function of prisons meshes well with the notion of
a political crisis matching the recession and the
'inevitable' swing to the right of social policies.
A sure sign of this for left idealists is the steady
increase in the prison population and the failure
of attempts of decarceration. Unfortunately for
this theory, however true this is of the United
States and Great Britain, it is simply not true of all
capitalist countries. To take the Netherlands for
example, despite a very similar rise in crime over
the recent period to that in England and Wales, the
prison population has been in decline. This can be
clearly seen from the following graph reproduced
from Dr Hans Tulkens' pamphlet on Dutch penal
practices (1979). And as Tulkens, the Head of Dutch
Prison Administration makes clear, this has been a
result of quite explicit penal policy.
Similarly, Biles (1983) has shown that there was, in
the 1970s in Australia, an obverse relationship
between crime rates and incarceration rates. Thus
it would seem that reform is demonstrably possible
given sufficient political will.
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e. The Impossibility of Reform: It Ignores what is Potentially Progressive
in Rehabilitation
Liberalism and left idealism share a number of
convergences. We have seen how both schools of
thought play down the problem of crime, both find
the causes of crime obvious and rational to the
extent that they are almost unnecessary to explain
and both, finally, see rehabilitation as futile and
counter-productive. Thus the traditional social
democratic agenda of the new penology was
undermined. As Cullen and Wozniak pointed out, the
intellectual work of demolishing the concept of
rehabilitation came from progressive sources:
"The left's disenchantment with the rehabilitated
ideal was of no small consequence.
For the
historical record suggests that as long as those
with progressive leanings hold tenaciously to the
belief that it is best to reform offenders and not
merely to inflict pain upon them, treatment ideology
had persisted and rivalled the more punitive
policies advocated by the right. However, once this
ideological stand was forfeited by the left, the
power-base underlying therapy was eroded and the
decline of the rehabilitative ideal was assured."
Tony Platt, in an accurate piece of denunciation,
elaborates this idea further, for it was this
alliance which set the scene for the emergence of
the new administrative criminology of the right:
"When it came to the question of 'rehabilitation' the
New Left radicals and petty bourgeois liberals
found common ground uniting in their exposed of
the coercive nature of 'treatment' and violation of
prisoners' civil liberties (eg the right to refuse
treatment). The critique of 'rehabilitation' was, of
course, useful and played an important role in
demystifying the realities of prison life.
But
rather than fight for an authentic program of
prison reform (the prisoners' movement, for example,
had put forward very concrete demands concerning
education, treatment, job training, etc.), the New
Left rejected reforms as a concession to the state,
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and united with liberals, who stressed the primacy
of individual rights vis-a- vis the state.
Thus,
books like Struggle for Justice and Radical NonIntervention, which were written by liberals, were
embraced by New Left radicals because the former
opposed 'rehabilitation' and the latter proposed
that the best kinds of reforms were those that do
nothing at all. The New Left's critique of reform
made it so much easier for the Right to argue that
rehabilitation does not work and that the goal of
prisons should be 'punishment' and not 'treatment'.
Objectively, the positions are indistinguishable:
the radicals oppose the 'crime treatment', the
liberals call for 'radical non-intervention' and
the conservatives advocate 'benign neglect'." (1982,
pp.39-40).
And,
indeed,
if
one
reads
closely
archconservatives like Ernest van den Haag or
administrative criminologists like J Q Wilson on
the subject of rehabilitation, one cannot help
being struck by the ways in which they have been
influenced by new deviancy theory and left
idealism. By the time - 1975 - that van den Haag had
got round to denouncing the idea of crime as
sickness or rehabilitation as treatment and
insisting that the poor had a choice in their
criminality - all of these ideas were waiting for
him on the shelf, so to speak. For these ideas had
been well rehearsed and formulated by left
idealist criminologists and new deviancy theorists
in their attack on positivism. Such an attack, as we
have seen, led to an inversion, to a simplistic
voluntarism where working class crime was seen as
a result of free choice arising out of poverty, the
law was seen as an instrument of the ruling class
and that 'rehabilitation', 'therapy' and 'treatment'
within
the
prison
were
smokescreens
for
punishment. Such a process of demystification was
positively welcomed by the right. They had always
believed that crime was a result of choice
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('dishonesty'), they were only too ready to admit the
necessity of legal coercion and were ready
believers in the need for punishment. Thus van den
Haag is quite happy with the notion of laws
defending the property of the wealthy:
"Since the law quite deliberately restricts the
tempted, as well as the untempted, there is a kernel
of truth in the belief, held by revolutionaries of
various persuasions (most elaborately by Marxists)
that the law is a device of the rich and powerful to
keep the poor and powerless in check. The threat of
the law is meant to restrain those who would do
what the law prohibits. Obviously, the poor and
powerless are more tempted to take what is not
theirs, or to rebel, than the powerful and wealthy,
who need not take what they already have.
However, the discovery that the penal law
restrains the poor and powerfulness more than the
wealthy and powerful, who are less pressed or
tempted, to do what it forbids is about as revealing
as the disclosure that the Prohibition Laws were
meant to restrain drinkers more than the
teetotallers who imposed them. Obviously, the law
restrains some groups more than others and is
violated by some groups more often than by others
.... So because the temptation to break the laws is
unequally distributed, because of different
personalities and different living conditions, the
laws - and the punishments for violating them - must
weigh or fall most heavily on some persons and
groups. Those less favoured by society are more
tempted to violate laws and therefore suffer
punishment for doing so more often." (1975, pp.45-46).
Thus coercion is an inevitable part of the system,
and its focus must of necessity be on those most
tempted, namely the poor. And Wilson has completely
taken aboard the impossibilist approach to
rehabilitation:
"Suppose we abandon entirely the rehabilitation
theory of sentencing .... instead, we would view the
correctional system as having a very different
function - namely to isolate and to punish. It is a
measure of our confusion that such a statement will
strike many established readers today as compel
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even barbaric. It is not. it is merely a recognition
that society at a minimum must be able to protect
itself from dangerous offenders ... it is also a
frank admission that society really does not know
how to do much else."(1975,p.193).
The fundamental message of deviancy theory was
that rehabilitation did not work as measured by
recidivism rates. That in its therapeutic form it
was a mystification which attempted to pathologise
the offender, whilst in its classicist form it was a
moral indignity inflicted upon the poor. Further,
that in the recent period, it gave rise to the
indeterminate sentence which was a violation of the
prisoner rights apart from tending to lengthen
circumstances. A lot of this is completely right.
But note the shades of impossibilism here: all
rehabilitation does not work, it must of necessity
be repressive, it leads inevitably to the
indeterminate sentence and a lengthening of the
stay in prison. Yet when one comes to particular
struggles: the action for example to keep the
Special Unit at Barlinie Prison, Glasgow, open or
the various arguments by the prison movements for
better education facilities, counselling, etc. - all
of these, far from rejecting the concept of
rehabilitation, tended to go along with it as more
than a distinct possibility but rather a direct
political demand.
We have seen a task of realism is to attempt to avoid
the
either-or
models
of
voluntarism
and
determinism, of punishment and treatment which
beguile the majority of thinking about crime and
the prison.
It must insist that the choice
concerning rehabilitation is neither punishment
nor a mystified notion of illness. A socialist
conception of rehabilitation must start from the
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contradictory nature of crime itself.
Crime
springs from social injustice, but is expressed in
an individualistic manner, often with anti- social
results. Rehabilitation must relate directly to the
injustice at the source of crime and the injustice
which the victim suffers.
The 19th century
reformers were completely correct in seeing crime
as a moral problem which the offender must
contemplate - they were wrong in that they believed
a context of punishment or of religion's reflection
would make sense of it. The post-war positivists,
with their social democratic emphasis on the
brutalising effects of circumstances emphasised,
quite rightly, the way in which circumstances led up
to the offence, but they could not see it in terms of
an individual experiencing injustice and making
moral choices. It was the Fabian élite which knew
about injustice, for the poor this was conceived of
simply as 'propelling circumstances'. The brittle
nature of the criminal consciousness, its roots in
contradiction, make for the possibility of change.
And change of a quite remarkable kind, has
frequently
occurred.
For
a
minority
of
professional criminals - George Jackson, Malcolm X,
Jimmy Boyle, John McVicar, - to name a few, have seen
through their predicament with dramatic changes in
their outlook. Rehabilitation which is not about
morality, about the injustices of the world, about
offenders and victims, about the State and the
offender, is not worth a jot. As it is, the present
systems of 'rehabilitation' have exactly the
opposite effects: the punitive system, beloved by
neo-classicism, commits injustices upon the inmate
so that any trace of guilt is absolved in a setting
of unfairness. The therapeutic system, evolved by
positivism, seeks to treat offenders and convince
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them of their malaise: any feelings of guilt are
denounced as a metaphysic by the therapist.
Socialist rehabilitation must open possibilities
through training and education. To do this relates
clearly to existing inmate organisations and their
demands for better educational and training
facilities.
Realism: A Slate of Reforms
I have argued throughout that crime is a function
of three causes lie in relative deprivation, its
lack of control processes: its in the community
because of such disorganisation and the adverse
effects of official reaction. These three strands,
of course, refer back to the three major themes in
sociological criminology: subcultural theory,
social disorganisation theory and labelling
theory. It is the major task of radical criminology
to achieve a synthesis of these hitherto political
and theoretically separate adversaries, under the
rubric of Marxist theory. In the meantime, however,
it is important to stress that any slate or proposed
reforms must tackle each of these areas. Any theory
which simply focuses on one - for example - neoclassicist theory is doomed to failure.
Tackle Relative Deprivation
Crime is a result of relative deprivation at the
heart of which is the individual feeling a sense of
injustice at the rewards which he/she is receiving.
The unfair consignment of someone to economic
marginalisation or unemployment is thus a key
factor in crime amongst significant sectors of the
population. But full employment alone will not
solve the problem of working class crime. For
relative deprivation can remain and be just as
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much a problem for the employed as the unemployed.
The fundamental flaw in the massive attempts in the
United States during the 1960s to implement
opportunity theory was not merely the inefficiency
of its management, but the total absence of
genuinely redistributive politics.
James Jones
recognises this when he notes fatalistically:
"It is not feasible for a government to change
fundamental inequalities within the economic,
social and political structures. It is far easier to
imply that those who suffer from social problems
are guilty of some misdeed or are psychologically
sick." (1971, p.586)
And, of course, sometimes they are, but their misdeed
or malaise is a product of inequalities which will
continuously reproduce criminality unless the
fundamental conditions are tackled.
For sure, it was not that the Kennedy and Johnson
administrations did not spend a lot of money on the
poor. Both for idealistic reasons and for more
instrumental political reasons this was a period of
massive government spending. In 1964, for example,
Title 11 of the Economic Opportunity Act allocated
$350 million to community action programmes which,
in President Johnson's words, would "strike poverty
at its source". But none of this halted the rise in
the crime rate (see Piven, 1971).
The colossal failure of so many governments to deal
with the seemingly inexorable rise in crime in the
present period is their unwillingness to deal with
the problems of injustice. The fair distribution of
income, education and life chances is not achieved
by merely throwing money at the problem - all that
happens, if there is the requisite modicum of
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efficiency, is that the class structure is merely
jacked up a little higher and the old differentials
of relative deprivation remain.
This was the
fundamental flaw in social democratic positivism
in both the United States and Britain in the postwar period. What is necessary is what Jones thinks
is impossible: a government and a political set-up
which will strive to change the fundamentals of
social life. But such changes do occur, let one
hasten to say - in Cuba, for example, over the period
1959-1968 the homicide rates fell 84%, the incidence
of rape halved, and property crimes were down one
third (see J Brady, 1982).
Tackle Social Disorganisation and Political Impotence
Relative
deprivation
always
gives
rise
to
discontent, but discontent does not invariably
result in crime. As John Lea and I have argued: the
crime equation is as follows: relative deprivation
without political channel leads to crime. That is
the combination of economic and political
marginalisation is particularly conducive to a
high level of crime. It is no coincidence that
groups of people who are unemployed and also
targets of police harassment have high crime rates.
Black youth in Britain, for example, not only are
economically discontented but their abusive
policing underlines their political incompetence
(see J Lea and J Young, 1982). This is a recipe for
alienation and a descent into a 'vicious circle'
which xxxxxx a discrete population. Similarly, at
an international level, it is significant that the
United States not only has an atypically high crime
rate when compared to all other developed
countries, but it is also unique in having no
substantial socialist party. There is no collective
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avenue wherein genuine feelings of deprivation can
find expression and advance. Not only is crime
control a material necessity for the working class
an therefore an essential part of any socialist
programme - the absence of an alternative politics
for marginalised youth that can give their lives
meaning and potential contributes substantially to
the creation of crime and disorganisation. Jeremy
Seabrook puts this eloquently when he writes:
"The young poor see no meaning in the fight for a
better world: the better world exists already, in
such close parallel to that worse and unbearable
one which they inhabit. They are thus cut off from
any sense of collective hope and action. Hope lies
only in individual escape - the big win, the massive
haul, the lucky stroke, the windfall, the right
number, a winning ticket.
"Because the better life has been taken over and
redefined in terms of the capitalist version, all
the struggles of the Labour movement have become
eclipsed for the poor, another mangled and
shadowed hope. The rich are no longer guilty: just
successful. The poor have been re-fashioned in the
image of the rich. For as long as they remain in
opposition to them, collective hope - an alternative,
in fact - remained.
"It is because these visions of an alternative
have been concluded that the dispossessed turn on
each other. The poor prey on the poor; and this is an
act of political despair." (1983, p.64)
Socialists must be involved in tackling crime for
material, political and ideological reasons.
Materially, then, to pursue the cause of justice in
working class communities. Politically to provide
an alternative politics which will harness the
energies of the marginalised in the process
diminishing the causes of crime whilst providing a
humane and efficacious crime control.
Such
politics of crime control are part of the wide sweep
of grassroots politics - ranging from the control
of pollution, industrial safety, traffic control,
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environmental improvements - in fact, represent a
united interest of a divided community. In this
process of seeking out a common political interest
and exerting public control, it will serve to
recreate
a
sense
of
community
both
in
consciousness and in muscle, rather than resurrect
a mythical entity which has long since disappeared.
Lastly, ideologically, it will combat the tendency
of a divided and disillusioned public to move to the
Right, to construct a quasi-community out of shabby
nationalism and racism. And it will replace the
'war against crime' notion of conventional politics
with the notion that the fight against crime is one
that is against the material deprivation of
capitalism and the rank individualism of its
values. For too long the politics of law and order
have been a monopoly of the right. Yet the left have
every
reason
materially,
politically
and
ideologically to intervene in this area.
Transform the Social Control System
In terms of concrete reforms. realism instructs us
to take note of the nature of the offence, the
offender and the impact. It instructs us that the
problem in the main is crime and not the criminal.
That in reality the vast majority of crimes are
minor, amateurish and of little consequence in
isolation.
That the average offender is not
committed to crime, but drifts into illegality
sporadically and without compulsion. But if one
pinprick is of little significance, a thousand,
repeated daily, certainly are! To protect the public
against crime is not identical to a policy of being
harsh on the offender - indeed, the reverse is true.
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The present system of social control does not
correspond
to
the
nature
of
crime,
the
characteristics of the offender nor the expressed
wishes of the victim. It is radical transformation
of the relationship between formal and informal
control systems that is the key to matching deviance
and control in an effective manner.
Although critical, realism has a lot to learn from
the abolitionists. it can only agree that the public
are only a minor part of existing systems of social
control and that public 'informal' systems are of
much greater priority. It is completely correct that
the prisons are counter- productive, that they
create problems rather than solve them. It is true
that the courts and law represent a 'theft of
conflict' (N Christie, 1975) - that the police are
bemused and alienated by the courtroom rationale;
that what the victim wants is a resolution of
conflict, often on an interpersonal basis (see G
Hanak, 1983).
But it does not propose total
abolition. In the case of police, for example, we
argue for minimal policing (Kinsey, Lea and Young,
1985). That is a minimum coercive force is necessary
in this and in all known industrial societies. With
regards to the court system, we would similarly
argue against involving the formal system wherever
possible, but we would certainly not urge the
removal of the court system in toto, with its
fundamental protection of rights and the person.
There are two general caveats that must be made
concerning abolitionism and the relationships
between informal and formal control systems.
Firstly, they are not two separate systems: legal and
non-legal forms are interdependent. For example,
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the impact of legal rules in terms of public censure
is very largely a function of informal conduct
norms (see S Henry, 1983); and the impact of informal
rules in a highly organised, informal, community
such as a kibbutz, is dependent ultimately on the
possibility of outside coercive sanctions.
Secondly, the distinction between 'repressive'
formal systems of control and 'non-repressive'
informal systems is incorrect. Informal control
mechanisms, such as in Japan, can be more
repressive in the degree of surveillance and
pressure than the more perfunctory nature of some
of the less oppressive formal systems (see S
Scheerer, 1983). Thus both informal and formal
systems necessitate rules in order to prevent
unwarranted harassment an stigmatisation. I am
now in a position to summarise the various
transformations of the control system which would
be necessary for a realist position:
Maximum Use of Pre-Legal Mitigation
The notion of the police, courts, fines and prison,
holds an almost magical fascination for lay-person
and sociologist alike. But, of course, as Ignatieff
has suggested, they have far from a monopoly of
conflict resolution. In fact, the vast majority of
illegalities are already dealt with by informal or
pre-legal mechanisms. David Smith brings this out
well in his introduction to the Policy Studies
Institute report on policing in London.
He
explicitly down-grades the notion of the centrality
of the police - the process of social control. Thus
he writes:
"Although there is some truth in the platitude that
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'the police are dependent on the support of the
public', the formulation is too simple and does not
go far enough. The police are not, for the most part,
the prime movers, the initiators of the societal
processes that control deviant behaviour; on the
contrary, they work, for the most part, at the
margins, where the usual processes of control have
broken down. Most of the time they are responding
to direct requests from individuals or other
agencies, and even then they can only act
effectively where the assumptions and values that
govern their actions are more generally shared.
Even within that small proportion of their total
activity in which they appear to be taking the
initiative, the police act as a continuation and
development (by specialists) of more general efforts
by the mass of people and institutions to maintain
order, control and coherence. In other words, the
police are a small but extremely important element
within a much larger complex of inter-related
systems of control. They require support, though
not uncritical support or unthinking obedience; for
they themselves are only supporting (not initiating
or directing) the wider forms of social control."
(1983, p.10)
The two examples he takes are the British Gas
Corporation and the payment of bills and
disruptive behaviour in schools. He notes that
there are twelve and a half million consumers of
the British Gas Corporation, three- quarters of
these pay their bills before receiving a reminder,
a further 19% pay after receiving the final notice.
The remaining 5.6% are sent a disconnection notice
which is then followed by officials of the Gas
Board visiting the customers. Disconnection occurs
in only 0.074% of cases and a police officer is
present in less than 5% of these cases or less than
1 in 30,000 cases of non-payment. Thus, although the
coercive machinery of the law is used, and is always
a possibility, it is only brought into practice in a
microscopic number of cases - negotiation between
Gas Board and customer being sufficient in the vast
majority of cases.
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His second example is even more apposite: the
control of disruptive behaviour in school. Given a
very large number of offenders are, in fact,
children and young people it is interesting to note
how the school system, although housing them for a
large proportion of their day, very rarely, in
nearly every developed country, involves a direct
police intervention.
Thus, although numerous
fights, thefts and damage to property occurs, most
of which could be interpreted as criminal, the
school, in conjunction with the family concerned,
deals with these situations.
Numerous studies of victim assessment of legal
settlements suggest that there is a profound public
alienation from such formal processes.
Thus
Gehard Hanak, in his studies of victims who
complained to the police in Vienna (1983), found that
what people wanted was restitution of the objects
stolen, apologies for violence and a sense that the
injustice was talked through.
Few wanted
imprisonment or fines paid to the State and of the
minority who wanted court action, a large
proportion
were
subsequently
found to
be
disappointed with the alien atmosphere of the
courtroom, with its abstraction from reality and
sense of justice of the participants.
It is
essential, then, to set up pre-legal litigation
schemes within the community which can more
effectively deal with injustice over incidents such
as domestic violence and juvenile vandalism, both
in terms of wishes of the participant and the
ability to wield effectively social censure.
The Democratisation of the Courts
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The courts, then, must be used minimally an they must
move to a system - which embodies a sense of the
substantive predicaments of the offenders rather
than the present abstract systems of voluntarism in
the adult courts and determinism in their juvenile
equivalents. But on a formal level it is important
that a democratisation of control occurs.
Pat
Carlen points us in the right direction when she
suggests the establishment of local lay tribunals
which would operate under the principle of only
prosecuting where necessary and stand as a major
filter between the offender and the court system.
It would not get rid of the courts: "the judiciary
would still fulfil a judicial function, but
judicial intervention would follow upon the lay
decision to prosecute" (1983, p.213). Her case for
minimalism as against a total abolitionism is put
well:
"First, I will answer the possible charge of
libertarianism. I have not tried to argue that I can
foresee a time when no individuals will be
interpellated as guilty citizens worth of social
censure and even custodial restraint (although, of
course, that is not to say that the time will not
come!) Nor have I argued that punishment or the
threat of punishment will have no part to play in a
socialised justice. I would, however, expect such
punishments as are imposed to be publicly justified
and debated. What I have argued for is, first, more
informed public debate about the relationships
between law- breaking, inequality and penal policy;
second, and relatedly, more lay involvement in the
prosecution and disposal of law- breakers; and
finally,
parliamentary
legislation
for
the
limitation of the powers of the judiciary and for
the setting up of agencies empowered to respond to
law-breaking in ways which would not be primarily
punitive, where emphasis would be shifted away from
the right to punish, on to the power to remedy
fractured social relations." (1983, pp.214-215)
c.

The Minimal Use of a Publicly Accountable Police Force
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In reality successful policing is overwhelmingly
dependent upon public witnessing. 95% of crimes
known to the police in the inner cities of Britain
are reported by the public and over 70% by the
actual victims themselves.
Without public
cooperation, policing becomes hamstrung and leads
inevitably to the use of excessive force and
harassment.
Such a vicious circle results in
further distancing of the public, and in less public
information about crime being available to the
police, to lower clear-up rates and the alienation
of 'suspect' populations - the first step in their
criminalisation. Lack of public support leads to
bad policing and higher crime rates.
The
democratic accountability of the police is the first
step in breaking this circle.
In Losing the Fight Against Crime, Kinsey, Lea and
myself argued for minimal policing.
That is a
situation where the police are used only in the
minimum of cases where coercion is necessary, that
their role should be limited to arrest and no other
part of the prosecution process, that they should be
distinctly separate from other agencies such as
social work or teaching, and that they should only
act upon public initiation and request.
David Smith, commenting on the limited use of the
police by the Gas Board and schools makes a similar
point:
"Examples of this kind show that it is mostly not the
police but other agencies and individuals that 'set
the agenda' for law enforcement. In examples like
the ones that have been quoted, there is little
danger that the police will lack support because it
is hard for them to be out of step with the limited
and specific demands that are being made, or with
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the expectations of the people involved (even of the
offenders). However, where the police do take the
initiative - for example, by stopping and searching
a large number of people more or less at random in
Brixton - they cannot be responding to a specific
request, they are 'defining the agenda' themselves,
and there is no built-in mechanism to ensure that
what they are doing fits in with the expectations of
the majority or with the practices of the other
agencies in society that are responsible for
controlling deviant behaviour most of the time. The
danger is that if the police come to initiate more of
their activity themselves, they will become isolated
from the people they are supposed to be helping,
unless ways can be found of involving people
outside the police force in the decision-making."
(1983, pp.12-13)
It should be stressed that the concept of minimal
policing sets itself firmly against the influential
notion of 'order policing' as advocated by Wilson
and Kelling (see J Q Wilson and G Kelling, 1982) and
other adherents to administrative criminology.
They argue that beat policing does not directly or
immediately work, but by enforcing order in an area
- irrespective of whether an activity is clearly
illegal or not - the community will, in the long run-,
develop its own informal resistance to illegality
and the crime rate will gradually decline. Minimal
policing states that the police can intervene only
when an illegality has occurred and the public
request such a measure.
As it is, the police
intervene often where no illegality has occurred
(as detailed in the above quote) and refuse to act
when there has been both offence and request for
help (as in domestic violence cases). The reasons
why beat policing does not work is precisely
because such order occurs. In these instances, as
we have documented elsewhere (Kinsey et al, 1985), it
results in the harassment of innocent groups of
people, usually young and/or members of ethnic
groups, and the long-term alienation of precisely
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these parts of the population that the police need
support from in order to deal with crime.
d. Decriminalisation
I have argued for the minimal use of criminal
sanctions, but this is not identical with the
decriminalisation of offences completely.
The
alliance, once again, of liberal criminologists
such as Norval Morris and Edwin Schur, combines
with left idealists to demand a widespread
decriminalisation of 'minor' property offences and
'crimes without victims'.
By this they want the
removal of these offences from the statute book. I
have argued that offences must be assessed, in part,
by their impact. Most property offences against
working class people involve small amounts of
value - for obvious reasons - but this does not make
them minor in their impact. Similarly, most acts of
domestic violence are minor - as are most acts of
vandalism. But repeated minor offences are of
major impact. It has been the historical role of
liberalism, in the name of freedom, to remove the
defences of the weak.
It has been a political
mistake of left idealists to connive in this process
under the banner of impossibilism.
To retain
criminal sanctions for minor property offences and
acts of violence is not to argue for harsh
sentences, but - as with the whole concept of
minimalism - to argue for their necessity as an
element in the repertoire of responses.
Let us now examine a list of so-called 'crimes
without victims': prostitution, drug use, illegal
gambling, pornography, abortion, homosexuality,
etc. The first thing one notes about this list is
that it is a mixed bag: we are asked to agree in each
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case that there is no victim; we are asked to agree
that
each
category
contains
activities
of
homogenous innocuousness; we are asked to agree
that in whatever social context these occur, we
would find them inoffensive. The reason for such
an abstract ragbag of activities: all they have in
common is an agreement between two or more
partners. Why should we interfere, the liberals ask
us, in free individuals doing their own thing? Our
answer to them must be clear: because individuals
are not free, because it is precisely the structural
determinants which the xxxxx chose to ignore which
imprison and enmesh human action and rationality.
Furthermore, that the exercise of power is not an
inherent evil, for it can be used to combat the
repressive institutions which surround us. In a
similar fashion the left idealist asks us why
should we interfere? Are not these crimes which are
forced upon people because of capitalism and
surely
no
reform
short
of
total
social
transformation would solve the problems? Social
intervention would merely exacerbate the problems
which these people face.
Against this, realism
argues for the possibility of radical reform and,
once
again,
makes the
distinction
between
intervention appropriate to the specific nature of
each offence and inappropriate unrealistic
policies.
It is because social intervention can have a
progressive as well as deleterious consequences
that we must discriminate amongst 'crimes without
victims'; we must separate these categories which
are presented to us. To present consensus between
partners as an argument for the innocuousness of
an activity, is to ignore that contractual agreement
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in a capitalist society is very often not an
agreement between equals but one between those of
unequal power. Nor is such a 'free contract' beset
merely by material constraints; the ideological
domination of bourgeois ideas and categories
scarcely makes for a rational contract between
free individuals.
If we turn, then, to the structural causes of 'crimes
without
victims'
will be
more
capable
of
discrimination between them. To do we this we must
place activities in their social and historical
context, not generalising upon such an abstract and
spurious basis as consensual activities. Let me
give you some examples.
Prostitution Versus Homosexuality
In prostitution we can see the epitome of the
sexist relationships of our society: the end
point in the commoditification of the sex. The
prostitute stands a victim, albeit often wilfully;
to the repressive structure of the wider society.
In homosexuality, particularly as manifested in
the struggle of the 'Gay Movement', we can see an
attempt to overcome these repressive structures,
an attempt to overcome victimisation.
The
decriminalisation
of
prostitution
is
of
radically
different
significance
to
the
decriminalisation of homosexuality. The first
involves the ethos of the market place: the
placing
of
prostitutes
in
laissez-faire
situations which would result in a more
thorough-going
commercialisation
and
exploitation. This is not, of course, to argue for
the legal persecution of prostitutes: it is to
maintain that laws must be used to limit their
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exploitation (see R Matthews, xxxx). The second
involves the removal of the legal measures of
stigmatisation and the enactment of rules to
protect the exploitation of minors identical to
those that pertain to heterosexuals.
Heroin Use Versus Marihuana Use
The world of the street addict is a product of the
despair of the ghetto: to decriminalise heroin
would be to expose the immiserised to the tender
mercies of big business.
The problem with
marihuana use in advanced industrial counties
is merely the problem of its illegality. In the
first instance we would call for legalisation
and state control; in the second for total
decriminalisation within the legal rubric of the
usual Food and Drugs Acts.
Abortion
Abortion may be the free choice of women to
control their own fertility, but it may often be a
choice
forced
upon
them
by
economic
circumstance. In this they are victims - the
economic casualties of the system. One may, then,
call for the decriminalisation of abortion, yet
note that such a gain, unless coupled with
statutory provision of crèches, equal education
and employment opportunities for women, and a
basic standard of living, will not involve a real
choice.
Several principles emerge from the above cursory
analysis: an act must be seen in terms of its
structural causation, it may involve a liberative
endeavour or the victimisation of the 'willing'
partners through the structural determinants
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imposed upon them. Legal intervention must be a
two-pronged affair: one aimed at the structural
causes of the problem, the other at its control and
containment.
Marijuana use is a problem at neither level and we
may talk of total decriminalisation; abortion is
often a problem in its structural causes, so we may
talk of decriminalisation at the level of control
and positive intervention in the area of the
position of women. (Equal employment opportunities,
statutory provision of nurseries, etc).
For
prostitution and heroin use, our primary target
must be structural causes combined with a control
practice which aims to protect the victims from
immiserisation and exploitation.
e. Demarginalisation and the Minimal Use of Prisons
Instead of marginalising and excluding an
offender, realists would argue for alternatives to
prison which help to integrate rather than separate
the offender. They would therefore advocate such
measures as community service orders, victim
restitution schemes and widespread decarceration.
The marginalisation of the offender which occurs
at the present does not involve just the physical
and social exclusion of the offender in the
prisons, it crucially involves his/her ethical
alienation; a severance of the moral bond with the
community. The institutions that are involved in
crime controlling and containing criminals must
epitomise justice - not, as they do at the moment,
create veritable havens of lawlessness.
Prison should only be used in those circumstances
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where there is extreme danger to the community. The
development of weekend prisons which permit people
to maintain their jobs and social relationships
are important, but where full-term imprisonment is
necessary it should restrict itself to civilised
forms of containment. Life inside prison should be
as free and as 'normal' as possible. Such a demand
is not humanitarian idealism - it is based on the
simple, realistic-fact that the result of prison
experience is to produce either pitiful, inadequate
or hardened criminals. Any hospital which made the
people more sick than they originally were and
where each visit made more likely the next, would
have been shut down years ago.
There has been much discussion in abolitionist
circles as to whom should be imprisoned. The old
argument that only a very small number of extremely
dangerous offenders should be imprisoned has come
into conflict, with strong currents on the left
pointing out the problems of violence against
women
and
racist
attacks
(see
Jill
BoxGrainger,xxxx). This radical victimology, as we have
seen, has been a considerable motor force on
progressive thinking about crime. The usual method
of dealing with such anomalies from a left idealist
perspective is, as John Lea and I pointed out in
What's To Be Done About Law and Order?, a sort of
schizophrenia. Crimes against women and against
blacks are viewed as real crimes which must be
taken seriously, whilst other working class crimes
are not a real problem and are subject to moral
panics, etc. Just such a solution has occurred
amongst abolitionists. Thus Tony Ward writes:
"At a general level the issues of policing and
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imprisonment raise the question: are there some
kinds of crime against which socialists or
libertarians should accept, and even encourage,
the use of the repressive machinery of the state?
"One approach to this problem is to recognise
that some kind of crime are acts of oppression on
behalf of a powerful group against a less powerful.
Racial and sexual attacks, corporate crime, and
crimes by police and prison officers are obvious
examples. These are all areas where the effort put
into law- enforcement is relatively low; often,
indeed, so low as to seem to condone the crime
concerned. In some such cases, action by the state
could have concrete and desirable effects: the
arrest and imprisonment of some rapists and
racists would be of real benefit to their victims.
Just as one may ultimately hope for the abolition
of wage-labour and yet accept that in the present
state of society it is better (for many people) to be
in employment than out of it, so one may ultimately
hope the abolition of penal 'justice' and yet accept
that in the present state of society it is better for
a few people to be in prison than out of it.
"I am not suggesting that [we] out to campaign for
the imprisonment of rapists, bent coppers or
anybody else: only that the long-term ideal of
abolition has to be tempered by acknowledgement of
the legitimate short-term interests of the
oppressed.
"One of the fatal mistakes is to fail to
distinguish clearly between the 'crimes of the
powerful' and the ordinary working- class street
crime which is essentially an intra-group activity
and against which existing law enforcement
policies are oppressive, divisive and ideologically
motivated." (1984, p.8)
One can only agree that crimes of the powerful
should be taken seriously, but the simple division
between inter-group crimes (of the powerful) and
intra-group crimes (between the powerless) is
inadequate. The majority of violence against women
is intra-class in its nature and, of course, usually
involves the husband or lover.
Thus rape and
domestic
violence
occur
within
relatively
powerless groups of people. The majority of murder,
assaults, grievous bodily harm is between workingclass men: it is intra-class and intra-racial in its
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nature. Even racist attacks, which are obviously
inter-racial, are typically committed by poor,
lower, working- class adolescents at the bottom of
the heap. As I have reiterated throughout this
essay, the problem of crime is that of anti-social
acts committed against less powerful people, but it
is also a problem of disorganisation and
individualism; of anti-social acts committed
between less powerful people.
Oppression and
poverty lead to crime; there is no extraordinary
revelation in this! As Richard Reiman put it:
"There is evidence suggesting that the particular
pressure of poverty leads poor people to commit a
higher proportion of the crimes that people fear
(such as homicide, burglary, and assault) than their
number
in
the
population.
There
is
no
contradiction between this and the recognition
that those who are well-off commit many more crimes
than is generally acknowledged both of the widely
feared and of the sort not widely feared (such as
'white collar' crimes)." (1979, p.7)
If our decision whether to imprison someone is to
be based on, at least in part, the criteria of
serious impact on the victim, then we would have a
vastly reduced and transformed prison population.
Thus, Fitzgerald and Sim (1982) calculate that over
half of people in prison in England and Wales are
there for non-violent property offences. Major
reductions need to be made, as they have in more
progressive European countries; there are too many
people in prison who are not remotely dangerous to
the community. In terms of women, more dramatic
changes could be made for, as Victoria Greenwood
(1983) has calculated, if women were to be
imprisoned at the same rate for the same severity of
offences as men, then there would be scarcely any
women in prison. There certainly would be no need
for separate women's prisons.
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But none of this would result in the abolition of
the prisons nor would it remove working class
people from the prison system. In particular the
high rate of inter-personal violence, including
rape and child abuse, amongst the lower working
class is a function of the oppression and
brutalisation of their lives. It is difficult to
know what alternative form of censure should be
used against the persistent child abuser, the rapist
or the violent street robber. If socialism is about
anything it is about the protection of the
vulnerable and the establishment of social justice.
In this the prison will, no doubt, have a
continuing, if dramatically reduced, role, both in
the present society and in any conceivable social
order after a socialist transformation. As the
Australian radical criminologists, Brown and Hogg
remark in their critique of abolitionism:
"It
bears
repeating
if
unpopularly,
that
institutions are not inherently and essentially
brutalising and destructive - it is the particular
practice constituting them that make them so - and
that there is nothing necessarily progressive about
the defence, or expansion, of a sphere of private
individualistic
relations,
autonomous
of
regulation according to socially constructed
criteria." (1985, p.21)
Lastly, in this context we must resuscitate the
rehabilitative ideal. As we have seen, at heart
crime is a moral decision. It involves choice in
strictly determinate circumstances which impacts
and
transforms
the
circumstances
and
determination of other. It is not inevitable, it is
affected by consciousness as well as circumstances,
and it will not necessarily recur.
Socialist
rehabilitation would enter into this area,
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educating the prisoner, providing moral as well as
technical training for the future.
In Nicaragua, after the Sandinistan revolution,
despite massive resentment against the National
Guards as an institution which had maintained,
often with great cruelty, the corrupt regime of
Samoza, a programme of rehabilitation has begun.
Many of these ex-National Guardsmen are juveniles
and it is to them, whose lives have been thoroughly
brutalised by the authoritarian system, that the
Sandinistans have paid special attention. As the
spokesman from the Ministry of Social Welfare said
to Rosa del Olmo:
"We have always thought that they can be
rehabilitated otherwise we would not have spent so
much time and effort in planning this programme. To
us in this country, this means so many things - to
begin teaching people how to read and write, to
fight against repression. And these children also
have a right to these things, even though they were
Guards. We are giving all our efforts to this
because it will demonstrate to us and to the world
what can be done when there is a will to do it."
(1982, p.104)
We Must be Realistic About Crime in the Present Period
Crime, of course, has always been a problem for the
working class, but it is important to underline that
a concern about crime control is realistically of
greater political importance in the recent period.
Firstly, if we locate the causes of crime in
relative deprivation, it is possible to talk of a
rising rate of relative deprivation since the 1930s.
That is, aspirations have consistently risen faster
than opportunities. The chief sources of this are
the impact of the vast expansion in public
education, in the mass media consumption and the
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welfare state - all creating a rising conception of
the minimum standards of living commensurate with
citizenship and the notion of equal access to
success within the system. Aspirations, then, have
been inculcated through the major institutions of
society, they have been forged in an egalitarian
form and they have risen, not only economically, but
also politically. Furthermore, whilst in the Great
Depression it might have been possible to interpret
restricted opportunities as a 'fact of nature' or an
'act of God', a half century of Keynesian
interventionist policies have suggested to masses
of people in the developed world that such
restrictions are a function of government. They are
not natural, an affliction to be suffered, but
something which is unjust - a problem artificially
afflicted the poor and the unemployed.
Secondly, whilst the causes of discontent have
increased, the informal social controls and
political channels have diminished for large
sections of the population.
The rise of mass
unemployment has generated communities no longer
linked by the solidarity of class interests centred
around the means of production. The most simple
instance is in the factory town, where the whole of
the community were united round the need to work
together but where the factory has now disappeared.
And in the large cities we have immediate
parallels.
The satellite areas where whole
communities were shifted around factory estates
which have since closed down, leaving a whole
community on public welfare. The docklands, the
minor cities, which have ceased to trade and build,
the smaller factories, now closed - which gave
character to particular areas.
Communities
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brought together by such material forces,
developed a sense of their own class unity of
interests which went beyond the factory walls. They
developed informal controls around such identity
and knowledge of each other.
They also had
generated political parties which related to class
and community interest (see Lea and Young, 1972).
Capitalism brought people together on a massive
scale to build industry, created the basis for a
social and political opposition to itself. But now,
in the recession, it creates a "surplus population"
where all the social basis of class identity and
political solidarity is remorselessly undercut. In
vast areas of our cities, the recent recession has
generated all conditions for social and political
disintegration, one of the consequences of which is
a rise in the crime rate.
These areas are, of course, the natural heartlands
of socialist politics - from Rome to London, from
Paris to Madrid, they are the areas which return
socialist and communist deputies. But the politics
of
organised
labour
which
dominate
the
traditional socialist agenda fit very uneasily with
the concerns of the inner city poor. It is important,
then, to ask what are the sort of issues which unify
areas where people are predominantly unemployed
and working in the black economy, in small sweat
shops, etc? Often it is argued that in marginal
areas the politics of the marginal should
predominate. This is the politics of what one could
term radical pluralism, where each of the plurality
of the groups existing in the inner city are
represented one by one until a majority is achieved.
The trouble with radical pluralism is that many of
these 'radical' tendencies simply do not fit well
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with each other: indeed. they often openly conflict.
Thus radical feminism, black separatism, the Union
of Muslim families, libertarian squatters' groups,
Gay advocates, revolutionary socialists and Irish
cultural societies, simply do not add up to an
identity of interests. Yet more than a trace of such
politics have been conceived of in radically
controlled areas as far apart as London and San
Francisco.
If we focus, instead, on issues which such a
disparate and heterogeneous collectives have in
common, we come up with an entirely different
political strategy.
Facilities in child care,
defence of the Health Service, expansion of leisure
provisions, environmental problems - all involve
interests which the broad population have in
common. And it is in bringing people together on
such issues that a broad community will be
generated.
It does not pre-exist political
intervention. For the 'community' is fragmented, the
potentiality of common interests is not yet
recognised in communality.
Thus an area has
fragmented into separate communities which are
themselves
subject
to
divisions
and
disorganisation. The problem basically is that the
concentration of manufacturing industry in the
past produced a community with a palpable identity
of interest. Now in parts of the inner city we have
an identity of interests but lack of an over-arching
community. There is no work place that is a locus of
such interests. The role of a socialist party is to
identify such interests and bring together people
in a community politics which override divisions
between the 'respectable' and the 'non respectable'
working class, the employed and the unemployed, the
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various ethnic divisions, etc.
In contrast, politicians of a left idealist
persuasion believe that: a) various well-normed
and developed communities already exist in an area;
b) disorganisation and conflict is a minor problem;
c) the existing bodies which claim to represent
them are the actual voices of the community; d) the
interests between the various groups are nonantagonistic;
and therefore e) all that is
necessary for a progressive political party is to
engage in moral arithmetic, so that by a summation
of the demands of the various pressure groups
coherent policy will emerge.
I am arguing that community control of crime is not
an additional extra, but an essential part of a
process which involves grassroots involvement in
combating social disorganisation.
It is not a
question of a priori community which decides to
control crime, but a splintered community (hence the
high crime rate) which becomes united in the effort
to control crime alongside other environmental
and political issues.
How does this work in
practice?
In terms of community control the general rule of
specificity instructs us that we must tailor our
plans to the social environment and political
context of an area. On both these scores there are
outstanding differences between the inner cities of
the United States and other industrial countries.
Firstly, the sheer quantity of crime in many of the
American cities makes for a qualitatively different
problem for people and a correspondingly different
problem of control.
The homicide rate in Los
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Angeles is fourteen times that of London and twenty
times that of Copenhagen. Even Salt Lake City has a
rate three times higher than London. Secondly, the
areas of the city which have the highest crime rates
tend, to a remarkable extent in every industrial
country outside of the United States, to be socialist
or communist controlled.
Thus the political
problem is very different. At the most simple level
this difference implies that it is more possible in
the United States to centre control schemes solely
around crime and that there is a much greater
argument for such projects to be independent of the
local councils.
These reservations being held in mind, the
principles of community control should involve:
i.

Pre-Emptive Deterrence

To deter crime before it is committed is infinitely
better than to attempt to intervene by punishing the
culprit after the event - with the aim in mind of
deterring his/her future activities of, perhaps,
those of others.
Environmental and public
precautions against crime are always dismissed by
left idealists as not relating to the heart of the
problem.
They are distractions from the real
concerns and, furthermore, because they do not get
at the causes of crime, are largely irrelevant. It is
one thing to criticise the new administrative
criminology for solely focusing on environmental
control measures, it is another to discard these
measures entirely. As I have agreed, if we are to
understand the problem of crime we need to pay
attention to both sides of the equation: causation
and control. If, for example, there is a problem of
youths gathering at a section of a council estate
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every evening causing petty vandalism and
excessive noise, this cannot simply be solved by
moving them on. For to their deprivation regarding
lack of leisure facilities, meeting places and
general boredom is added the grievance of
community harassment. Better surveillance, per se,
will only make their lives even more of a misery and
certainly result in an increase in their alienation
and propensity to anti- social behaviour.
The
phenomenon of 'displacement' of crime from one area
to another is not a matter of hydraulics as so many
of the discussion in the literature seem to assume.
To control crime one must understand where it is
coming from and, so to speak, its 'velocity'. The
solution to the 'youth problem' is to provide better
leisure facilities, somewhere out of sight of the
adult world - without tackling this, their
boisterousness on the estate will merely turn up
somewhere else - probably in a more severe form.
The random sporadic burglary of adolescents with
little commitment to crime can be stopped by targethardening and better surveillance. If, however,
this occurs patchily it will be merely displaced to
the nearest easy target. Project burglary, on the
other hand, will not be stopped by any amount of
pre-emptive means. If a house is made of glass and
stone then it is always accessible to the
professional burglar and deterrence after the
offence becomes more important than environmental
measures.
With this in mind, then, the use of better lighting
facilities, the better planning of estates, together
with citizen patrols, are all of great utility. In
interviews of working class tenants one finds a
wide ranging information stock of means of
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environmental improvement to combat crime as well
as a surprisingly high knowledge of who, in fact,
are the offenders.
ii.

Neighbourhood Watch

Arguments about community control through
neighbourhood watch schemes point to two major
problems - depending on whether they are police or
public- initiated. Police initiated projects need
not necessarily be non- democratic in these
situations where there is a degree of political
control which is actually implemented. Examples of
this are the pioneering Neighbourhood Watch
Schemes set up in Detroit under the radical
Democratic Administration of Coleman Young (see
discussion in Figgie Report, 198XX and R Kinsey et

al, 1985). Outside of the United States however (and
this is another prime example of specificity),
democratic control of the police is comparatively
rare. In countries such as England police initiated
Neighbourhood
Schemes
are
profoundly
undemocratic and are, in fact, often introduced in
order to stave off proposals for greater police
accountability to the public. Although formally
they appear to be harnessing public initiated
priorities with regard to crime control, in practice
they are merely devices which increase information
flow to a police force which maintains complete
control over the direction of public and resources

Public initiated crime watches have the danger of
vigilantism. Here sections of the community survey
and patrol the streets in order to control other
sections. The solution to this problem is to utilise
and
mobilise
the
existing
democratic
and
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progressive political structures. I have noted how,
in the majority of high crime areas of cities in
advanced industrial countries, there are councils
of a socialist or communist complexion. Many of
these politicians on the right of the labour
movement do not see crime as an important issue, or
they fear the reactionary nature of their
constituents' views on law and order issues. Other
ultra-leftist councillors see crime as a minor
problem and, anyway, as irresolvable under
capitalism. There is, as we have seen, a reluctance
on the left to take crime seriously. But this is what
is necessary in terms of the needs of their
constituents and the demands of inner city politics.
Furthermore, the democratic structure which such
councils can provide will help avoid any divisive
tendencies within Neighbourhood Watch.
Such
policies have been developed, for example, in the
London Borough of Islington with 'Crime Watch' and
their anti-racial harassment scheme ('Minders').
Hence the council building on existing tenants'
organisations and party membership sets up watch
groups which purposely overrides age, gender and
racial
divisions.
To
this
extent
such
organisational forms are the opposite of these
separatist community initiatives, eg organisations
of white citizens against crime, or black-only
groups opposing racist attacks, or women-only
groups against sexual harassment. And, indeed, the
reality is that both black and white tenants suffer
from crime (indeed, blacks more than whites. Racism
is a problem of white people and the vast majority
of people in a community, men and women alike, are
deeply antagonistic to rape and sexual harassment.
In particular, by involving young people into
actively opposing crime a very valuable integration
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within the community can be achieved. Raymond
Michaelowski puts this well:
"By integration of young people into the task of
community crime prevention, a portion of those who
might otherwise be tempted to be lawbreakers
themselves would find community identity and
social rewards for protecting rather than harming
community members.
This is probably the most
efficacious form of social control any community
can offer.
Moreover, by providing a positive
alternative image of youth, it would dissipate some
of the negativity felt by many adults towards youth,
which itself plays a role in promoting youthful
alienation from the adult world, its concerns, and
its rules." (1983, p.19).
In terms of relationships with the police, the role
of such Neighbourhood Watch Groups is to act as a
democratic sphincter between the community and the
police. That is, they agree to make demands upon the
police for the prioritisation of policing in their
locality, but they also determine which offences
that they are aware of which they will bring to the
notice of the police.
Thus they will, in part,
control the information flow to the police from the
community. Control to this is the setting up of
experimental pre-legal mitigation courts which
attempt to achieve a just solution to many of the
problems of a neighbourhood without recourse to
the police (see Michaelowski, 1983). But they do not
aim to supplant the police, only to ensure the
minimum use of police intervention brought under
play by public initiative and structured in accord
with public demands. As the actual response of the
police to public demand by working class people is
fairly minimal anyway, this part of the programme is
scarcely utopian. What is more of a problem is to
eliminate police-initiated interventions and,
instead, get response in terms of publicly defined
policing needs. Obviously, collective organisation
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around such demands is a considerable step
forward on the atomised response of the moment,
which is limited only to those instances of
emergency (eg the house has just been burgled;
severe assault has just occurred).
The police then would have a minimum.
but
necessary, function in such a system: they would be
the back-up force where necessary in everyday life
or, in the case of neighbourhood courts, to be an
underlying possibility of resort if mitigation
fails.
iii. The Relationship between the Councils and the Police
The job of a local council in the area of crime
control is to set up, on one hand, such
neighbourhood bodies and, on the other, to
negotiate with the police. In the political context
of many American cities, where there is direct
accountability of the police - this is part and
parcel of the general democratic process, with all
its advantages as well as difficulties. In the
majority of industrial societies, however, there is
no such local control or only limited control over
carefully specified areas of police practice. The
role of the council is to present to the police the
demands and priorities made by the various
neighbourhoods. A great asset in this process is
the running of local criminal victimisation
surveys as had occurred in two areas of England Merseyside (Liverpool) and Islington (London) (see
Alan Phipps, this volume). These surveys involve (a)
a study of the patterns of victimisation in the area;
(b) an assessment of public priorities in terms of
crime control and policing; (c) a public evaluation
of police behaviour (see R Kinsey, 1985). That is,
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they
are
more
extensive
than
the
usual
victimisation studies and, as they are local, much
more powerful in terms of pinpointing the needs of
particular neighbourhoods. Such surveys should
become a regular point of public accountability of
police performance and crime control priorities.
The notion that the police themselves should
assess their own performance utilising publicly
financed public relations offices is an anathema.

iv. Widening Out Neighbourhood Watch
Neighbourhood Watch schemes should be widened out
in two directions: middle class and business crime,
and general environmental problems. As far as the
first area is concerned, it is essential to make the
necessary political connections between working
and middle class crime. Street crime is the most
transparent of all injustices. It is a starting
point to commence a double thrust against crime on
all levels. If we concentrate on it alone, as the
political right would wish us to, we are actively
engaged in a process of diversion from the crimes
of the powerful. If we concentrate solely on the
latter, as many on the left would have us, we omit
what are real and pressing problems for working
class people, and lose the ability to move from the
immediate to encompass the more hidden, and in that
fashion to demonstrate the intrinsic similarities
of crime at all levels of our society.
Raymond Michaelowski is excellent on street
patrols: this, in his discussion of the use of
"If they develop in ways that their only target is
reducing 'street crime' however, that is essentially
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what they will have become. While reduction in
common crime is a worthwhile goal, it alone should
not be the focus of citizen crime prevention. Each
patrol should also take an active interest in
protecting residents from economic crimes by the
local business community.
This would require
different training and more diligence than simply
patrolling the streets to deter muggers and rapists.
At least some members of each patrol should be
trained and designated to gather information and
investigate citizen complaints of business crimes
and improprieties.
Accumulated information
regarding questionable practices by business
could be used first as leverage to convince
businesses in question to change their modes of
operation, or, failing this, as the basis for
bringing pressure for formal, legal action. Such
activities would, of course, not touch the deep
structure of corporate crime in America, but it
would provide: (1) a counterbalance to the view that
it is only the poor who commit crime and; (2) an
awareness that citizens can begin to take charge of
the private sector economy." (1983, p.20)
In this fashion Neighbourhood Watch becomes
educational, both allaying irrational terms of
crime as well as expanding the perspectives on
criminality of the neighbourhood and tackling
eminently rational fears.
In many American inner city areas crime is a
constant problem; its very quantity makes it a
qualitatively greater problem than in the cities of
Europe, Canada or Australia. Outside of the United
States, in the most simple of terms, Crime Watch
alone is insufficient as an issue to mobilise a
neighbourhood initiative. It is necessary to extend
the watch to include a wide variety of other
environmental problems - not all of them illegal,
but all of them including crime as part of the same
process of disorganisation and decay within the
working class community. And, of course, just as
Neighbourhood Watch would liaise with the
appropriate committee of the council with regards
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to crime (ie the Police Committee), it would do so in
other areas (eg with the Housing Committee).
The role of the local councils in socialist
controlled areas is thus to galvanise grass root
politics around issues which unite, rather than
divide, the population. In this crime control is a
central part of such a platform, both as a real
threat and as a potent symbol of helplessness on
the part of the community. Progressive politics
must, therefore, revitalise the community and bring
back a sense of collective control over the area.
As Richard Kinsey and I put it in an article in the
New Statesman:
"In the inner cities the problem of crime is first
and foremost about the quality of life. As such, it
needs to be approached as an environmental issue,
just like problems of pollution, health or damp
housing ... A socialist programme of law and order
must aim to bring crime within a much broader
compass and to extend local participation in and
control over decisions affecting the immediate
environment.
"Vandalism, breach of the peace or street crime,
are as much an environmental blight as air
pollution or derelict factories.
And so the
definition of crime and environment must be linked
politically. Heavy lorries repeatedly exceeding
their speed and weight limits, bumping off the
pavements in their chicken runs through the city,
are as criminal as the thief on the street. Cutting
other corners - in planning and building control,
in health and safety regulations, in local
licensing laws and in dumping rubbish - are all
part of the same problem of crime and the
environment in the inner city.
"Crime
and
the
environment
presents
a
fundamental challenge to the Labour Party. It is no
longer the case that the politics of the inner cities
can be organised through the factories and the
workplace. There are no factories and there is no
work. New issues and new ways of organising in the
community are thus forcing themselves upon the
labour movement. Unlike the community politics of
the Liberals, however, the aim must be not only to
ameliorate the world, but to change it. The new
style of Labour administration in the inner cities
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offers some hope. It talks of decentralisation of
town hall structures, of going out to the people, for
instance, with local housing offices.
But it
remains within a strongly Fabian tradition. A new
professional middle-class (now often the backbone
of the local party as well as of the council office)
seeks to service the community 'in its own best
interest'. Decentralisation frequently means no
more than better 'research and intelligence' about
areas designated 'of concern'. "As a result real
participation and control does not devolve to the
grass roots. All that happens is the benign local
state extends itself yet further. Decision-making
and responsibility are still kept away from the
people. It is here that the appeal of Thatcherism
lies. It promises people control in their own lives,
yet it is a hollow promise and a hollow freedom
when offered on the back of poverty and oppression.
"In reality the Tory solution is to seal off the
inner cities and watch them rot from the safety of
the urban ring-roads. Conversely, Labour can build
a new road, out of the inner city, to socialism. It
can start by taking crime seriously. Law and order
will not go away. Rather it can provide a vehicle
for a community politics which respect the
collective rights, responsibilities and capacities
of a new political constituency for whom social
transformation is not just an idea, it is a
necessity." (1983, pp.12-13)

The Left and Crime Control

