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LO: To evaluate social action theory explanations of Crime and Deviance

Exam 3 ‐ Crime & Deviance
TITLE: Marxist Theories of crime.

LQs ‐What is 'criminogenic'?
‐How do Marxist theories explain crime?
‐To what extent are Marxist theories convincing?

Based on what you already know about the 
Marxist perspective, how do you think they view 

crime? 

Marxist theories of crime

Why break the law?

Marxists argue that capitalism is crimonogenic ‐ its causes crime by 
its own nature ‐ it makes us selfish, emphasises personal gain, gives 
us 
false needs and alienates us. 

No matter what class you are from you commit
crime for this reason.  

The only variation is that individuals will do it in different ways 
depending  on where they are in the class system

Can you 
think of any 

other things that 
might be 
'criminogenic'?

Key word Definition

Criminogenic
A system, situation or place likely to 
cause crime.

How does 
Marxism 
compare with 
Durkheim?
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Marxist theories of crime

Who makes the law?

How and why are 
the bourgeoisie able 

to control the law making 
process?

How might these laws 
be seen to advantage or 
disadvanatge the 
bourgeoisie?

Marxists say the bourgeoisie decide which laws get passed and which do not 
and this is always in their favour. The legal system is like any other system in 
society: part of the superstructure, and intended to exploit and 
subjugate the proletariat.

Inheritance Laws
Law protecting property from theft
Copyright Law
Health and Safety Law (ensure safe working 
conditions)
Laws to prevent driving offences
Laws protecting children from abuse 
Anti‐monopoly Laws
Laws that prevent insider trading 
Laws that criminalise certain narcotics 

Think ‐ Pair ‐ Share

Can you guess the words covered?

Marxist theories of crime

Who makes the law?

To what extent are 
you convinced by the 
Marxist account of the law 
making process?

Marxists would argue that the bourgeoisie are devious in the 
way they maintain false consciousness.

Laws such as health and safety regulations, social welfare 
and sanctions on tax avoidance may appear to 
disadvatage them.

In fact, they help to maintain the illusion of fairness in 
society and in doing so benefit the ruling class by staving off 
revolution.
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Marxist theories of crime

If this is the case, why 
don't we just rebel?

Why enforce the law?

If the law just totally benefits the rich
what is the point of enforcing it?

If the odd rich person is 
prosecuted it makes working 
class people think
everyone is equal.

Individuals who are threats 
to capitalism can be 
imprisoned.

Criminals are scapegoated 
for the problems of the 
working class, instead of the 
capitalist system itself.

Marxist theories of crime
The traditional Marxist approach:
Conflict theory ‐ Society is based on conflicts between the 
different classes and is driven by social inequality.

• Laws are based on ruling class ideology, not a value 

consensus.
• Protection of property and criminal laws reflect ruling 

class ideology.
• The law and definitions of crime are agencies of social 

control protecting ruling class influence and power and 
exploiting the proletariat.
• Crime is a 'natural' consequence of a capitalist society 

and driven by self interest, greed and personal gain.
• Crime control focuses on w/c areas/crimes due to the 

selective application of the law, making w/c more likely to 
be prosecuted and r/c less.
• W/c crime is a form of resistance to the ruling class.

What 
assumptions 
does the 
Marxist 
approach 
make that 
may not be 
based in 
evidence?
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Marxist theories of crime

What factors 
other than 

capitalist greed 
may cause people 
to commit crime?

Neo‐Marxism and Crime ‐ New Criminology 

Taylor, Walton and Young (1973) were aware of many of the 
criticisms of traditional Marxists approaches.  
They attempted to combine Marxism and Interactionism to create ‘a 
fully social theory of C&D’ and to understand how crime is socially 
constructed in capitalist societies.    

They suggested:
1) Traditional Marxism is too deterministic 
2) For working class people crime is a conscious choice and is a 
political act 
3) They are not simply puppets of capitalism, they are striving to 
challenge the bourgeoisie.

Marxist theories of crime

What other 
groups in society 
are scapegoated 
in terms of crime?
Can you give 
examples?

Neo‐Marxism and Crime ‐ New Criminology 

• Accepted that w/c did have motives in crime such as political 

motivation.
• Argued that we must consider social constructionism and 
deviance to gain a full understanding of crime.
• Other neo‐marxists took the view that w/c crime is resistance to 
r/c harrassment and police racism.
• When times get tough crime is blamed on w/c to reassert the 
hegemony of the r/c.

Gramsci
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Stuart Hall: 1978:
Study of black crime:

‐Crime was used to reassert the dominance of ruling 
class hegemony when it was under threat due to 
economic and political crisis.
‐Wider structural problems were ignored, attention 
was focussed on a spate of muggings.
‐Black people were scapegoated and the ruling class 
who owned the media exaggerated the level of 
muggings happening.
‐Led to a state of moral panic within the public who
believed the media.
‐Justified repressive and aggressive state policing.

What other examples
can you think of
illustrating ruling class 
scapegoating a particular
group in society?

Key word Definition

Moral panic:

A wave of public concern about some
exaggerated or imaginary threat to society,
stirred up by overblown and sensationalised
reporting in the media.

KEY TERM

Discuss other examples of moral panics
with your table.
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Marxist theories of crime in practice

How might a marxist 
explanation DIFFER from the 
explanation offered by police and 
politicians? 

Why would this be the case?

TASK: Watch the video of the London 
riots. With your partner, consider how 
marxists might explain the Riots.

DUE: Next 
TuesdayResearch:

Right and Left Realism (Some will be covered in tomorrow's lesson ‐ I 
will upload notes to SMHW)
Two pages on each should be written in your books.
In pen. Should include key theorists and key words.

HOMEWORK

Read Item A below and answer the question that follows.

Labelling theory explains how actions become labelled as criminal or deviant
in society. This is a microapproach that looks at how individuals construct
society, based on their interactions with each other.
Labelling theorists argue that an action is criminal only when society views it
as criminal and that crime, therefore, is a social construction. Criminality exists
only because of the laws constructed by society; deviance exists only because
of the norms constructed by society.
Deviant or criminal individuals are labelled when their actions are discovered
and provoke a reaction from society. However, this reaction will take differing
forms, depending on how the nature of the action is perceived.

0 1 Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the usefulness of labelling theory in
explaining crime and deviance. (21 marks)

January 2012 PaperExam Practice: 

NEW SPEC 30 MARK ESSAY
QUESTION SO ANSWER THIS
LIKE A 30 MARKER PLEASE.

FEEL FREE TO USE THE
MARK SCHEME FOR
GUIDANCE.

ON LINED PAPER PLEASE
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Strengths Weakness

Marxists have been praised for examining the 
power struggle in society.

Victims are ignored. Marxists dont take into 
account the harm done by offenders. It is a very 
for 
the proletariat approach, which in itself is ironic 
as 
the proletariat are the main victims of crime. They 
fail to discuss proletariat crime as being bad, they 
are too keen to point out white collar crime.

They also explain why the working classes are 
more involved in crime.

Are all laws for the bourgeoisie? What about 
drink 
driving and GBH?

It provides people with a solution to the problem of 
crime. Communism is the logical conclusion and 
when that occurs crime will disappear. 

Feminists claim it ignores patriarchy and the way 
it 
can affect the making of law. 

There is evidence to support their views on the 
selective application of the law.  (see white collar 
crime)

Communist states still have high levels of crime, 
country. China and USSR has proven that under 
communism crime has not been eradicated.

There is a good piece of evidence to support 
Marxist views of crime can be seen in  Chambliss 
work in Seattle in the 1960s.

Jones (1998) capitalism doesnt always equal 
high 
crime rates. Switzerland  and Japan are capitalist 
countries and has very low rates.

NeoMarxists like Taylor and Young have been 
praised for laying the foundation of radical 
theories 
like feminism. 

They place too much focus on white collar crime, 
when working classes often do commit very 
serious offences that are very harmful to each 
other.  

The key problem is they offer no solution to crime 
apart from reverting to communist society.  So 
other sociologists have suggested a more 
practical approach of dealing with crime within a 
capitalist framework and these are left realists.   

Traditional Marxism is too deterministic, it does 
not explain why all working class people commit 
crime, and clearly the proletariat have a choice 
about committing crime or not.  

NeoMarxists have been accused of 
romanticising 
criminals as modern day robin hoods, most 
criminals dont rob from the rich to give to the poor 
they simply rob the poor.  

LQs:

P
le

na
ry

7 minute 
summary

Criminogenic means... 

Marxists explain crime in terms of...
However, neo‐marxists argue that...

Marxists would say that the London Riots 
were...

In my view, marxist theories of crime 
are/aren't convincing because...

‐What is 'criminogenic'?
‐How do Marxist theories explain crime?
‐To what extent are Marxist theories convincing?

LO: To evaluate social action theory explanations of Crime and Deviance
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Attachments

L1.6 moral panic article.docx


‘Jihadi John’: the making of a moral panic

‘JIHADI JOHN: I’LL BEHEAD 20 MORE’, Daily Star, 22nd August 2014

‘250 JIHADIS BACK IN BRITAIN’, Daily Mirror, 28th August 2014

‘CLIMATE OF FEAR! THERESA MAY RAISES UK TERROR THREAT LEVEL TO SEVERE’, Independent, 30th August 2014

‘BRITAIN’S BATTLE TO BEAT TERROR! 40 PLOTS SMASHED, 753 ARRESTS BUT MAY WARNS THREAT IS NEVER GREATER’, Sun, 25th November 2014

Stanley Cohen, in his seminal study Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1964), says that societies ‘appear to be subject, every now and then, to periods of moral panic’.

‘A condition, episode, person or group of persons emerge to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylised and stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are manned by editors, bishops, politicians and other right thinking people; socially accredited experts pronounce their diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are evolved.’
Stanley Cohen

Since Cohen’s study in 1964, many such ‘folk devils’ and moral panics have been identified.

In the contemporary climate, the ‘moral panic’ has been identified as Islamic fundamentalists – radicalised Muslim youth and the ‘home-grown’ terrorist. Building on Cohen’s assertion – and in the British context – one such moral panic is the fear of the increased threat of violence on British streets emanating from the identified modern ‘folk devils’ – the returning British born jihadist.

Jihadi John
This has been exacerbated by the wave of Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) executions of Western hostages by beheading over the last year, sending shockwaves throughout the world. The fact that those Western hostages executed were innocent people, going about their work in either delivering aid or simply reporting to the world the unfolding tragedy in that region, compounded the sense of revulsion and moral outrage as well as raising the uncomfortable question as to how to confront this new and seemingly invincible ‘force of evil’.

The fact that the US and UK intelligence community identified the chief executioner as a British subject – known in the media as ‘Jihadi John’ – sent further shock waves throughout the West especially in the UK. The response from the politicians in Westminster and the British media was as predictable – as was the shock and horror that a British born citizen could commit such atrocities.

The subsequent blanket broadcast media coverage that followed each of the executions was equalled by the British press – as the headlines above indicate. Collectively, it could be argued at that time, the British media succeeded in stimulating a new moral panic to which the Westminster coalition government had to respond.

The new moral panic lay not so much in the rise of ISIS, but rather the realisation that young British Muslims had joined their ranks, and that they were prepared to share with the social media savvy and other politically disillusioned young Muslim people in the UK the results of their ‘work’.

Part of this moral panic derived from the fact that the increased, and some might say draconian, measures put in place in the aftermath of the London bombings and Glasgow Airport attack in 2007, appeared to be ineffectual. Measures such as increased surveillance of young Muslims, increased stop and search in particular communities and the implementation of anti and de-radicalisation projects including the PREVENT strategy, whilst designed to keep the UK safe from terrorism appeared to only add to the radicalisation process for a minority of young ‘hard to reach’, disillusioned and alienated young Muslims.

The ability to access ISIS propaganda, via the social media, the relative ease by which many could travel to Syria to ‘enlist’ in their cause also served to heighten the sense of moral panic in the UK.

The enemy within
It was also recognised, especially in the wake of the Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris and the stand-off in Belgium days later in January 2015, that this was now a Europe wide threat.

After being associated with the execution of US and UK citizens ‘Jihadi John’ hit the headlines with chilling messages – ‘I’m back and I’ll kill a Brit’ (Daily Mirror, 3rd September 2014); ‘A Briton will be next’ (Daily Mail, 3rd September 2014); ‘You’re next, Briton told’ (The Times, 3rd September 2014)) The media headlines relating to ‘Jihadi John’ added to the calls for tighter security, community surveillance and new legislation which resulted in David Cameron telling MPs:

However, and again, according to the Guardian, this ‘clear statement of intent was not backed by any proposals to match the rhetoric’.



ANSWER THE QUESTIONS IN YOUR BOOK:

1) Give an example of two headlines that might have caused a ‘moral panic’ about terrorism

2) In your own words and using Cohen’s ideas, what is a ‘moral panic’?

3) How have fears about Jihadi John been made more serious through the way the media have written about him?

4) Why did the Guardian argue that fears about Jihadi John coming back to the UK are overblown or unnecessary?

STRETCH:

· In your view, is the moral panic about terrorism in the UK justified or not?

· What impacts do you think this moral panic might have on the lives, norms and views of British people?
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