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FCB, Winter 2007
Mon, 1/8/07      class, crime, and conflict theory   student notes
intro to this quarter’s criminology studies 

contemporary class stratification

conflict theory: power and the social construction of deviance/crime

application of conflict theory to study of racial differences in imprisonment rates

class inequality, crime, and criminal justice 

Winter criminology component

sociological examination of crime: there are regular, patterned ways that social structures (e.g., the economic system, schools, families, media, criminal justice system) exert pressures on certain groups, increasing the likelihood that they will commit crime

· social group memberships that influence experiences in CJS: class, race, and gender 

class stratification  

· strata

· social class
I. What is the extent of income and wealth inequality in the United States?

FIGURE 1: Percent distribution of aggregate income received by each fifth and top 5 percent of families, 1980-2004
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports

FIGURE 2: Distribution of U.S. Wealth Ownership, 2001
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Source: Arthur B. Kennickell, "A Rolling Tide: Changes in the Distribution of Wealth in the U.S., 1989-2001," Table 10. (Levy Economics Institute: November, 2003), obtained at http://www.faireconomy.org/research/wealth_charts.html

 

II. criminological theory and social class

conflict theory 

“inequality gives rise to conflict, crime, and repressive social control”

(Weitzer 2003:3)

conflict theory’s question: 

· how do imbalances in political and economic power create criminal conduct?

structure of society explains

· laws 

· status of “criminal”

3 PROPOSITIONS OF CONFLICT THEORY

1. inequality exists and is widespread in our society

· free-enterprise system (Marx, Engels)

· inequality exists because of 

· competition for scarce resources

· losers have less

· what characterizes societies? 

· result: hierarchy of ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​power

2. order in society occurs out of control by the powerful

· people who have power use the mechanisms of social control to protect their own interests

mechanisms of social control: 

· formal and external 

· informal and internal 

how does this work?

a. powerful people influence the laws

b. law enforcement discretion 

3. people or groups that threaten those in power will be designated as 'deviant' and their harmful behavior will be defined as “criminal”

· when the position or the values of those in power are seriously threatened, they will use mechanisms of social control to reduce the threat

· the labels of deviant and criminal are thus mechanisms for controlling threats to power and for preserving the existing social, economic, and political order

given the three propositions above, how do deviance and crime emerge out of inequality?

	inequality
	=>
	conflict over resources and power
	=>
	powerful use laws, police, etc. to maintain their advantages


example:

Bridges, Crutchfield, and Simpson (1987) 

· imprisonment in Washington State counties

WA state population= 12% Black, Hispanic, and Native American

prison population=35-40% Black, Hispanic, and Native American

findings: 

Regardless of arrest rates for serious and violent crimes, African-Americans and Hispanics were sentenced to prison at a significantly higher rate than whites in counties where the African-American and Hispanic populations were:

1. 

2. 

3. 

conclusions:

III. Barak, Leighton, and Flavin (2007) Class, Race, Gender, and Crime: The Social Realities of Justice in America 
examples of our text’s conflict theory orientation

a. definition of what is a “crime”

· What is defined as a crime is class-biased.  

see quote pg. 126 

see also selective enforcement and differential application of the law

· Street crime vs. corporate crime vs. state crime.  

“crimes of domination” vs. “crimes of accommodation” – what is defined as “crime” by criminal law?

“[C]rime control becomes class control” (2007:102).

b. victimization 

· Who tends to be victimized by the crimes most of us fear? 

c. law enforcement, courts, and sentencing

· Rich people and corporations avoid prosecution for crimes, even if they are “habitual criminals” (2007: 192).  

· Inequality in sentencing:  

is a wild burro or a human worker more valued? 

· Wealthy individuals (esp. corporations) exert political influence on the criminal justice system.  

· Treatment of street criminals 

prosecution

legal representation

imprisonment

death penalty

summary:

conflict theory: 

· Deviance is a function of power and the structural conditions that create inequalities.  

· “Criminal” is a status imposed by powerful people on less powerful people in order to control them.  

· People who threaten the existing order are put in prisons and mental hospitals to protect the status quo.

next:

· social class is closely associated with race and ethnicity in our country

· assignment: apply conflict theory to contemporary data on race and imprisonment  
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