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Abstract

Relative Deprivation, Opportunity and Crime:

A Study of Young Men’s Motivations for Committing Burglary

Empirical studies have attempted to measure the relative deprivation — crime relationship
with varying degrees of success. These have generally focused on examining ‘actual
relative deprivation’ by employing quantitative methods to aggregated, area based data.
Operationalising actual relative deprivation in terms of disparities in household income,
these studies have attempted to show a relationship between income inequality and crime
at the area level. From this they have assumed that those with the lowest incomes are
most likely to perceive relative deprivation and are therefore more likely to engage in
crime as a result. However, few studies have examined actual and perceived relative

deprivation at the individual level.

This thesis set out to explore at the individual level whether those experiencing actual
relative deprivation are more likely than others to perceive relative deprivation and to
determine whether actual or perceived relative deprivation (if either) is a good predictor

of criminality.



The study employed two methodologies to explore these issues. Secondary énalysis of
the 1998 Youth Lifestyle Survey was conducted and forms the core of the empirical work
presented here. A study of 50 convicted burglary offenders was also undertaken to
explore perceived relative deprivation. Both methodologies are limited by the problems
associated with operationalising relative deprivation and these are detailed throughout the

thesis.

The results show that perceived relative deprivation (especially relative deprivation of
leisure pursuits) would appear to be associated with involvement in crime more often
than actual relative deprivation at the individual level. However, neither would appear to

be a good predictor of criminality when compared to other, ‘tried and tested’ measures.

For those offenders where perceived relative deprivation may be relevant, the thesis
suggests that the offending peer group may provide a powerful comparative reference
group while at the same time providing a means to resolve such experience through
‘engaging in crime. Drawing on the findings, the thesis develops alternative theoretical
frameworks for how relative deprivation may be associated with crime at the societal and

individual level and provides a critique of these frameworks.
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Chapter 1

Introducing relative deprivation and crime

Introduction

This thesis examines the relationship between relative deprivation and crime. The
proposition to be tested in this study is simple. Individuals engage in crime because they feel
deprived when they relate their situation to that of others more affluent than themselves (hence
relative deprivation). Lacking the opportunities to increase their affluence through legitimate
channels, such as paid employment, and with access to illegitimate opportunities readily
available to them, they turn to crime to reduce their deprivation. The following thesis explores
the relationship between being deprived and feeling deprived and the extent to which each of

these are found to be associated with involvement in crime.

Although it is possible that the hypothesised effect of relative deprivation encompasses all types
of crime, intuitively it may be particularly useful in explaining involvement in property crimes.
For an individual experiencing relative deprivatioﬁ and lacking the legitimate channels to
remedy that state of affairs, engaging in property crime to obtain what is desired, would seem a
rational solution to the perceived problem. While property crime is the focus of this study, one
particular form of this behaviour will be examined in detail - burglary. No distinction is made
here between those committing domestic and commercial burglaries. This is because it was
considered that the choice about which type of burglary to commit would not be influenced by

whether an individual experienced relative deprivation. Rather, it was felt that relative
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deprivation would be a general motivational influence towards involvement in crimes of this
type. Burglary is, in many ways, the epitome of a property offence requiring a standing
motivation. An individual will need to make a decision to enter a property as a trespasser to
steal something. ‘Entry as a trespasser’, the defining condition of burglary, will rarely if ever
happen by chance, or as an innocent mistake. Offenders therefore need to be motivated to

commit burglary and it is this motivation which places burglary at the centre of this study.

The remainder of this chapter describes a number of previous studies of burglary. Following
this, a brief overview will be given of what is meant by relative deprivation, before moving on

to examine these issues in more detail in later chapters.
Previous research on burglary

There have previously been plenty of studies which have examined the causes of crime and
many of these have shaped the character of modern criminology (Merton, 1938; Shaw and
McKay, 1942; Cohen, 1955; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960 ; Hirschi, 1969; Sutherland, 1942 /
1973). Fewer studies have specifically examined burglary. Such studies have often focused on
situational crime prevention measures. For example, work on repeat victimisation in the UK
(Forrester et al., 1988,1990; Farrell and Pease, 1993; Anderson et al., 1995; Chenery et al.,
1997; Pease, 1998) has concentrated on improving security measures, both physical and social,
on houses that have already been burgled in order to repel future burglary attempts on the same -
property. Work has also been undertaken to aid the police detection of burglaries (Tilley and

Ford, 1996; Coupe and Griffiths, 1996) and these have often focused on improving police



procedures. In addition, a number of studies have examined various issues rela'ted to burglars
themselves. These have often investigated the nature of the offending (Walsh 1980,1985;
Maguire, 1982) or the target selection process (Bennett and Wright, 1984; Cromwell et al.,
1991; Wright and Decker, 1994). There would appear, however, to have been few attempts
systematically to investigate the motivation to burgle. Wells (1994) and Dickinson (1995) have
examined the relationship between unemployment and burglary and finding a positive
association between the two at the aggregate level of analysis. There have also been a number
who have dealt with the causes of burglary in their general discussions of this type of crime
(Walsh, 1980; Maguire, 1982; Bennétt and Wright, 1984). See Shover (1991) for a more

thorough literature review of previous research on burglary to that date.

Much remains unknown about the motivation to burgle. The concept of relative deprivation may
provide fruitful ground on which to gain a better understanding of burglary. In the remainder of

this chapter, relative deprivation will be introduced in more detail.
Introducing Relative Deprivation

Relative deprivation of one form or another has long been regarded as a possible source of
crime in Western societies. The basic premise behind this notion is that individuals may become
involved in acquisitive property crimes' because they desire things which others possess and

which they cannot gain by legitimate means. This condition gives rise to ‘relative deprivation’.

This includes those property crimes such as theft, shoplifting, burglary and robbery which result in an offender stealing the
property belonging to someone else, without that person’s consent.
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In the literature on relative deprivation and crime, we can discern two distinct forms of the

concept. These can be termed ‘actual relative deprivation’ and ‘perceived relative deprivation’.

Actual relative deprivation refers to a situation where individuals are objectively deprived in
comparison to others. This is usually indexed as differences in wealth, income, or lifestyle,
which can involve quantifying each person’s economic well being in comparison to its
distribution in society. Although actual relative depri_vation is often about measuring
disadvantage, it is not a concept restricted to the poor. No matter which socio-economic group
one belongs to, one is likely to be in a position of actual relative deprivation in comparison to
more advantaged groups. As such, actual relative deprivation should be distinguished from the
concept of absolute poverty. While the former is about relative differences between individuals
or groups and can be associated with all socio-economic groupings, absolute poverty is only |
concerned with the objective description of what it is to be poor, without reference to others in
more favourable conditions®. In short, people in a rich welfare state will not experience absolute

poverty, but can experience actual relative deprivation.

Actual relative deprivation is akin to relative poverty and the concepts are, indeed, often used
interchangeably. For example, when discussing the relative differences in resources available to

various groups in society, Townsend (1970) states that:

"Poverty is therefore defined in terms of relative deprivation (understood in an objective

and not, as by some sociologists, a subjective sense)..." (Townsend 1970, p. 43)

The extent to which any measure of absolute poverty can be termed as objective has been called into question by Rein
(1970), who found considerable disagreement between experts in the definition of the most basic measure of poverty - the
level of nutrition required to sustain life. The problems of defining absolute poverty are exacerbated when attempts are made
to include other ‘necessities of life’, such as minimum levels of clothing and shelter required.

4



This leads us to the second definition of the concept - perceived relative deprivation. This notion
is what Townsend (1970) would have called a subjective sense of relative deprivation. While
this encompasses the idea of one group being less advantaged than others, it includes the
additional factor of those in the less advantaged group comparing their situation to that of others

who are better off, thereby recognising their own disadvantage.

This recognition of disadvantage will result because individuals will view themselves as lacking
(either totally, or in sufficient quantity) the currency in terms of which the comparison is made.
The number of possible currencies of comparison is almost infinite. Comparisons could be
focused on material possessions, such as the latest fashionable clothes, a new DVD player, or a
bigger house. Alternatively, the comparisons may be qualitative; they may be about the desiré
to be accepted by a certain group, or about being successful in a certain field of endeavour. It is
important to note that these comparisons need not be made solely with other individuals who
possess the object of desire, it could be made with one’s own remembered position. For
example, those who have had a house repossessed and now find themselves renting
accommodation, or those who are unemployed after satisfying careers may make comparisons
not with others currently in more fortunate circumstances, but with the more favourable position

they themselves once occupied.

Regardless of the currency of relative deprivation, it should be made clear that perceived

relative deprivation is not automatically a consequence of actual relative deprivation. This is an

important distinction to make when considering the relationship between relative deprivation



and crime. There are clearly situations in which actual relative deprivation may be present
without perceived relative deprivation following. This can be illustrated by Lea and Young’s

discussion of the relationship between political marginality and relative deprivation:

"Political marginality is unlikely to result in riot unless there is the added sense of

" frustration stemming from relative deprivation. A social group may be economically and
politically marginalised, yet if it has no desire to participate in the structure of
opportunities and social rights from which it is excluded, frustration need not occur.”

(1993, p. 218).

Much the same argument might be employed to explain why social structures which clearly
have a significant, built-in inequality of wealth and opportunity can remain stable and
unchallénged. Under such circumstances, actual relative deprivation is inherent as some
members of the society are, on any objective measure of wealth, substantially better off than
others. Yet perceived relative deprivation may not ensue, because those at the less affluent end
of the social system are either not making comparisons with those more fortunate, or, having

made the comparisbn, do not feel unjustly deprived.

Just as actual relative deprivation can exist without consequent perceived relative deprivation,
perceived relative deprivation can occur without actual relative deprivation. By their very
nature, perceptions of relative deprivation are subjective and need not be based on the ‘real’

facts, but on what an individual believes to be the facts.



From a criminological perspective, relative deprivation (both actual and percei{fed) may provide
explanations for why certain individuals will choose to deviate from societal norms and engage
in unlawful behaviour. There is certainly nothing new about using relative deprivation as an
explanation for crime. In 1916, Willem Bonger published his thesis on criminality and
economic conditions, which propounded the principles underlying the concept. Although he
himself did not use the term ‘relative deprivation’, it was used in Austin Turk’s introduction to
the 1969 abridged version of ‘Criminality and Economic Conditions’ to summarise part of

Bonger’s theorising:

"The potency of economic want as a factor in crime causation is mainly determined by whether
or not poverty is experienced as relative deprivation, in a social context (capitalism) wherein
people are taught to equate economic advantage with intrinsic superiority and disadvantage with

inferiority. " (Quote from Turk in Bonger, 1969 p.11).

Bonger preferred to use the term ‘cupidity’ (meaning a strong desire for wealth) to explain the
situation whereby individuals would desire things they saw others possessing. This cupidity was
felt to be fuelled by the environment in which individuals live. The more contact they have with
a wealthier and more luxurious world, the more likely they would be to desire the artefacts of
that world. He also noted that the experience of the environment was insufficient to explain
involvement in crime. This would also depend on how intensely the desires were experienced.
In short, "The more intense a man’s desires, the more risk he runs, other things being equal, of
falling foul of the law” (1969, p.109). Bonger’s theory would appear to encompass what we

would term both actual and perceived relative deprivation. It contains actual relative deprivation



in that it is based on real differences in economic wealth between groups in society. It also
includes the perception (correct or erroneous) of being in a state of actual relative deprivation in
comparison to others, therefore a perception of relative deprivation. As Bonger (1969) so
emphatically stated "It goes without saying that no one has ever desired any luxury that he has
not seen someone else enjoy. It would be a waste of time to discuss this. Every need that is not

strictly necessary is not innate but acquired.” (1969, p.107)

Bonger’s theorising also points to another aspect of relative deprivation that may be relevant for
understanding any relative deprivation - crime relationship. Involvement in crime may not just
follow from a recognition that one is relatively deprived (in actual terms), but may be more
likely the more intensely one desires the things that others have. This early work suggests there
is a psychological process of intensity of feeling that is important as a mediating variable |
between recognition of relative deprivation and the commission of crime. These issues will be

examined later in this thesis.
Pointing the way forward

In this opening chapter I have introduced the concept of relative deprivation, which may well
provide a motivation for involvement in crime and, more specifically, may explain why some
individuals engage in burglary. In the following chapters I will explore these issues in more
detail. Chapter 2 will explore the potential for relative deprivation theory by examining how
existing criminological theories could utilise the concept. Chapter 3 examines the relationshp

between relative deprivation and crime and shows how previous studies have attempted to



measure the concept, before concluding with a number of research questions fo be answered by
this thesis. Chapter 4 provides the details of the methodology employed for undertaking the
empirical aspect of this work. Chapter 5 then goes on to examine the relationship between
actual relative deprivation and crime, using data from the 1998 Youth Lifestyle Survey (YLS).
Chapter 6 builds on the work of the YLS by exploring how perceived relative deprivation
manifests itself in the lives of young offenders. This was based on a survey of 50 convicted
burglars interviewed for this study. Chapter 7 highlights the means by which the empirical work
allows a fuller understanding of relative deprivation. Chapter 8 offers two theoretical
frameworks that tentatively attempt to provide alternative descriptions of how relative
deprivation is associated with crime at the societal and at the peer group level. Chapter 9 draws

together the conclusions from the study as a whole.



Chapter 2

Exploring the potential of relative deprivation in

criminological theory

Introduction

This chapter examines previous criminological literature to explore how relative deprivation has
been treated in the past and to identify the ways in which an improved understanding of any
relationship between relative deprivation and crime could enhance those theories. The purpose
of this exercise is, in one sense, to justify the need to take a fresh look at this relationship, as
detailed in the remainder of this thesis. However, it does also help to show that there is a fairly
long tradition (at least by criminological theorising standards) of explaining how relative
deprivation influences individuals to engage in offending behaviour. Before proceeding to
examine the literature, there is a need to differentiate between what might be termed implied

from explicit notions of the relative deprivation - crime relationship.

Differentiating implied and explicit forms of relative deprivation

Criminological theorists have, in a small but important body of literature, explicitly used the

term ‘relative deprivation’ to explain criminality. More commonly, the concept of relative

deprivation has been implied in much of the work on anomie and subcultural theories, which
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dominated criminological debate in the 1950’s and 1960’s. This distinction between the explicit

and implicit use of the concept was highlighted by Lea (1992) who saw that:

"Street crime, such as household burglary, shoplifting, and street robbery are those
which come most readily to mind when considering relative deprivation as ‘illegal means
to socially sanctioned goals’. However, relative deprivation theory as developed by
Cloward and Ohlin (1960) and others, saw the causes of delinquency not so much in an
instrumental response to deprivation as might be evidenced by engaging in burglary as
an incomé supplement, but in the development of a subcultufe in which alternative
values develop precisely as a way of coping with the frustrations of exclusion from

legitimate routes to success.” (Lea, 1992 p.74)

The distinction made here is between crime as an (explicit) instrumental response to relative
deprivation and crime which is a reflection of a deviant value system, which itself is generated
by the inherent (implicit) relative deprivation induced by the social system as a whole. These
two approaches provide a meaningful framework for discussing developments in the link
between relative deprivation and crime. Although not a perfect association, there seems to be a
relationship between the implicit / explicit dichotomy and the dichotomy between criminological
theory and empirical research. Criminological theory has tended to develop using an implicit
notion of relative deprivation, while empirical research has focused largely on the explicit
relationship between relative deprivation and crime. The following chapter concentrates on how
relative deprivation has been implied in previous theory and examines how further

developments in relative deprivation theorising may benefit theory development. Chapter 3 then
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examines previous empirical research on the relative deprivation crime relationship, which, by

and large, uses the explicit notion of the concept.
How relative deprivation could benefit existing theory

The following pages explore five criminological traditions and identify the ways in which a
further understanding of relative deprivation theory could be used to enhance them. The
criminological theories to be examined are anomie theory, traditional strain theory, general

strain theory, left realist criminology and social control theory.
Anomie theory

Although dating back to the sixteenth century, the term ‘anomie’ was popularised by the French
sociologist Emile Durkheim. Literally translated, anomie means ‘normlessness’, although a re-
reading of Durkheim’s work has suggested that ‘deregulation’ is a more accurate definition of
the term (Bernard, 1995). As Downes and Rock (1988) pointed out, there are two distinct ways
in which Durkheim uses the term. In ‘Division of Labour in Society’ (1964) anomie was used to
characterise a condition suffered by society when the economy changed more rapidly than
regulatory functions could a@mo&te. By contrast, the use of anomie in ‘Suicide’ (1952)
focused on the psychological condition of the individual who is insufficiently regulated by

society.

12



Durkheim had little to say about the relationship between anomie and crime, but his general
theoretical framework allows us to look at crime from a Durkheimian perspective. One set of
social institutions, which could be said to have a very direct regulatory function, comprises the
framework of law. Under normal conditions, it is in the individual’s self interest to obey the law
because of the way those interests are shaped by society. During periods of rapid economic
change, the existing framework of regulatory controls become weakened, releasing individuals
to pursue unlimited aspirations which may result in participating in illegal behaviour. As would
be the case with suicide, we might expect the level of crime to increase during periods of rapid

decline or expansion in the economy.

Generally speaking, the uses of anomie theory for explaining the incidence of crime remained

" untapped until it was developed by Robert K. Merton in ‘Social Structure and Anomie’ (193 85.
In comparing him to Durkheim®, Bernard (1995) noted that Merton "...retained the essential
description of anomie as a situation in which people find it in their interest to violate the law,

but he changed the spatial and temporal distribution of anomie in an organic society.” (1995,

p.86)

For Merton, anomie was not a dysfunction of society which occurred when the regulatory
system broke down. It was, rather, a product of a correctly'functioning capitalist society. Rather
than being the temporary phenomenon, resulting from periods of rapid social or economic
change, envisaged by Durkheim, Merton’s anomie was a permanent and inherent aspect of
society. Durkheim had viewed anomie as a condition which resulted when temporary

deregulation freed individuals to espouse continually higher aspirations, which, when not held in

13



check, were infinite. By contrast, Merton viewed aspirations as determined by society and the
failure to achieve them could lead to withdrawal of legitimacy for the norms and values of

society. As Downes and Rock put it:

"For Durkheim, deregulation led to infinite aspirations; for Merton, infinite aspirations
led to deregulation. The result, for both, was the same: high rates of deviation."

Downes and Rock (1988, p.121)

Instead of focusing on extreme forms of behaviour, such as suicide, Merton developed a model
which could be used to explain a range of everyday social behaviours, from conformity to
societal norms, through to certain forms of deviance, such as drug and alcohol addiction and

involvement in crime.

Merton’s theory hinged on an understanding of two aspects of the social system - culturally
prescribed goals and institutionalised means. Theorising within the context of the culture of the
USA of the 1930’s, culturally prescribed goals were seen by Merton as universally accepted
goals which were transmitted to all within a society and which déﬁned the things towards which
all should aspire. Institutionalised means provided the norms and values which defined the
legitimate ways in which societal goals could be achieved. Merton theorised that anomic
tendencies would prevail when institutionalised means were insufficient to achieve the culturally
prescribed goals. Being constantly told what one should be achieving on the one hand and

lacking the legitimate opportunities to achieve on the other, could cause an anomic response in

* It should be noted that Bernard was referring to Durkheim’s ‘Division of Labour in Society’ thesis, rather than to that of
‘Suicide’ when making this comparison.
: 14



the individual. This would be characterised by a sense of infinite, insatiable aspirations,

resulting in feeling disillusioned and discontent with the existing social structure.

Merton viewed this as an inevitable result of a capitalist, industrialised society, based upon
maintaining a high level of consumerism. It would be a constant and on going process, rather
than occurring merely at times of rapid economic change, as in Durkheim’s model. As Downes
and Rock (1988) noted, Merton’s perspective was influenced by the era and the society in which
he was writing. Merton originally formulated his theory in the USA in the late 1930’s, at a time
when the country was beginning to emerge from the depths of economic depression. He
recognised that, culturally, very strong and persistent messages were transmitted to the general
population through the family, the school, the workplace and other major social institutions.
These messages propounded the importance of success, the importance of ‘being someone’.
Moreover, success was measured primarily (although not solely) in terms of the accumulation

of wealth. Americans by and large valued money highly. Indeed, as Merton noted:

"In some large measure, money has become consecrated as a value in itself, over and
above its expenditure for articles of consumption or its use for the enhancement of
power. ‘Money’ is peculiarly well adapted to become a symbol of prestige." (Merton,

1957, p.136)

Not only was the value of great wealth stressed in American culture, but also the accessibility to
such affluence was purported to be open to everyone. Through hard work and diligence, the

accumulation of a fortune, so prized by the population, was achievable by all who sought it.

15



Reality did not, however, match this ‘American Dream’. Life in the USA was characterised by
widespread unemployment and poverty. The social structure therefore placed harsh restrictions
on the opportunities for those in many situations to fulfil the dream. Merton recognised this
paradoxical relationship between the desire for wealth on the one hand and the reality of limited
opportunities on the other. An individual facing this contradiction was, he believed, at risk of

suffering anomie.

Experiencing anomic pressures was not necessarily a recipe for becoming involved in crime.
The theory was not a straightforward mechanistic one, where those éxperiencing anomie were
automatically destined to participate in crime. To account for the fact that anomie induced
frustration was more prevalent than deviancy and that deviancy could manifest itself in many
ways, Merton postulated five alternative responses to anomic pressures - conformity, |

innovation, ritualism, retreatism and rebellion.

The conformist response was considered to be the most common reaction to
experiencing anomie and indeed was deemed necessary if a society was to remain stable.
Conformity involved a basic acceptance of the anomic situation in which individuals
found themselves, with both the cultural goals and the institutionalised means accepted
as legitimate. What seems less clear from Merton’s work is why the majority of the
population should choose a conformist response, rather than the alternatives outlined by

Merton.
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Innovation was a far more interesting response in terms of its applicabiiity to
criminology. This represented the situation in which an individual accepted the cultural
goals of a society, but rejected the institutionalised means of achieving them. Thus,
instead of choosing legitimate, legal ways of accumulating wealth, innovators choose
illegal ways of making their fortune. Anomie induced innovation was regarded as a
major explanation for illegal activities, especially those related to the acquisition of

money.

Ritualism was viewed as a common response to the pressurés of anomie. This involved
either a rejection, or lowering, of the cultural goals which drive the desire for success.
This would result in an individual continuing to abide by the norms and values of
society, thereby accepting the institutionalised means but deciding not to even try to
achieve the goals to which the culture dictates one must aspire. Merton saw that this
most often showed itself through comments such as ” ‘I’m not sticking my neck out’,
‘T'm playing safe’, ‘I'm satisfied with what I've got’, ‘Don’t aim high and you won’t be

disappointed.’” (Merton, 1957 p.150)

The retreatist response to anomic influences was characterised by a rejection of both
the cultural goals and the institutionalised means of society. These individuals may well
have once accepted both means and goals, but failure to succeed resulted in the rejection
of both the accepted goals and the legitimate means for achieving them. Merton cited
the examples of vagrants, tramps and ‘chronic drunkards’ adopting the retreatist way of

life. But, perhaps the most common subject to whom this form of adaptation has been
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applied is the drug addict (see, for example, the critique by Lindesmith and Gagnon

1964).

Rebellion was the final form of adaptation to the strains of anomie. This was felt
commonly to occur when an individual responds to the anomic position by rejecting
both cultural goals and institutionalised means and replaces them with allegiances to a
new set of goals and means. Those turning to rebellion would therefore seek to

introduce a new social structure.

These adaptations were considered by Merton in his 1938 paper to summarise and generalise the
various forms of behav'iour which could be generated from an anomic state. While retreatism
and rebellion were adaptations which provided examples of deviant behaviour, an understanding
of more mainstreaﬂn criminal behaviour lay in analysing the ‘innovative’ adaptation. Given that
a primary cultural goal of society was identified as the accumulation of money, it followed that
‘innovative’ measures would be adopted with this end in mind. Innovation therefore described a

process of illegitimate acquisition of money and material possessions.

In Merton’s theorising, involvement in crime was a result of the failure of the social system to
provide sufficient legitimate opportunities to fulfil ambitions inspired by cultural goals. In
comparing this theory to Durkheim’s anomie, Box (1971) criticised Merton for "...shifting from
an under-emphasis on normative means to a discussion on the differential access to legitimate

opportunity structures, particularly education and occupational opportunities. Anomie was no
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longer a condition of deregulation or normlessness, but one of relative deprivaﬁon. " (1971,

pp.105-106).

While Merton’s anomie moved away from an emphasis on deregulation and concentrated more
on the effects of the social structure, this does not mean that his theory avoided the issue of
society’s regulative function altogether. Indeed, the conformist and the ritualist adaptations
describe circumstances in which members of society accept the normative framework and are
consequently law abiding. In this sense, those falling into the ritualist and conformist categories

could be described as well regulated.

Box’s criticism that by concentrating on legitimate opportunity structures the theory was
reduced to one of relative deprivation was based on the observation that Merton had
(misguidedly in Box’s view) determined that the majority of criminal behaviour occurred in the
lower strata of society. Crime was thereby seen as essentially inversely linked to legitimate
opportunities. It was more prevalent among the working classes where opportunities were
fewer, than in the middle classes, where opportunities were relatively more abundant. Faced
with the universally accepted cultural goals, but with limited life-chances to succeed in their
attainment, working class individuals were more likely to turn to ‘innovative’ criminal
behaviour to meet their desires than were middle class individuals. From Box’s perspective, the
nature of the relative deprivation involved defining Merton’s theory as a class specific one. It
was a relative deprivation in which one group could be defined as ‘haves’ while another group

could be defined as ‘have nots’. We can infer from Box’s criticism that by, relative deprivation,
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he meant an objective measurement of differences in wealth, or what we have ﬁreviously called

‘actual relative deprivation’.

Merton’s version of the concept of anomie was important in criminological theorising. This can
probably be assessed by the considerable level of criticism it encountered, most notably from
Lemert (1964), Taylor et al (1973) and Besnard (1988). It continues to be the subject of
criminological debate (see Adler and Laufer (1995)). There can be no denying that Merton’s
anomie provided a foundation for some of the most popular and influential criminological
literature of the second half of the twentieth century. This influence was particularly important
for the development of ‘subcultural’ theories which began to emerge in the 1950’s and 1960’s,

as described later in this chapter.
How relative deprivation could benefit anomie theory

Despite the considerable criticism that has been cited towards Merton’s anomie theory, it is
likely that there are aspects of relative deprivation theory that could help revive the fortunes of
anomie. The strength of anomie theory would seem to be in explaining crime rates at the
societal level. The main problems appear to emerge when moving from the societal to the
individual level of explé.nation. Once the unit of analysis moved away from society to the
individual, identifying how anomie manifested itself became an elusive pursuit. However, there
are aspects of relative deprivation theorising that may help to remedy some of these concerns, as

the following pages show.
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The class specific nature of anomie theory

Taylor et al (1973) criticised Merton’s theory of anomie for what they saw as the statistical
fallacy which underpinned the concept. Drawing on official criminal statistics, Merton noted
that the lower strata of séciety were responsible for the majority of recorded crimes cleared up.
By stressing the restricted access to legitimate opportunities, anomie theory appeared to fit the
‘facts’ well. Those at the bottom of the social ladder were exposed to the cultural norms to
succeed and were also the class of individuals apparently most likely to commit crime®.
However, Taylor et al. argued that official statistics were largely a function of police activity.
Stereotypical views held by the police meant they were most likely to focus attention on the
lower classes because they considered this social grouping to be more delinquent than others. By
focusing attention on lower class delinquency, Merton’s theory merely reinforces these police.
perceptions and practices. As noted earlier, Box (1971) criticised this aspect of Merton’s anomie
and accused him of reducing the theory to one of relative deprivation. Further criticism has been
advanced by Katz (1988). He suggested that Merton had persisted with his focus on lower class
delinquency despite evidence to the contrary. Katz viewed this as sentimental materialism and
noted that the theory "...is so per&uasive that thé observable facts really do not matter..." (Katz,
1988, p.314). In response to criticisms of the lower class focus in his theory, Merton (1964)
later refined the theory with the depiction of the "anomie of success" to explain deviant
behaviour among the very wealthy, or very successful. The anomie of success was considered
to result when individuals suddenly reached the goal they were striving for. Merton noted that

success (whether monetary or otherwise) often brought with it a sense of depression as those

It is important to note here that Merton was not implying that offending was the preserve of the working classes only. He
merely viewed offending as being more prevalent among the working classes than among the middle classes, and more
serious in nature (e.g. street crime as opposed to white collar crime).
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concerned sought to come to terms with their change in status. Often, this would be followed by
a realisation that the achievement was just a stepping stpne towards further goals and that which
had once seemed a challenge was now considered mundane in comparison to the challenges
ahead. Despife these developments, anomie theory failed to explain the presence of delinquency
throughout the social strata, as found by control theorists (Hirschi, 1969; Kornhauser, 1978).
However, this may partly have been a result of the nature of offending examined, with control

theorists focusing on much weaker measures of delinquency’.

Although Box (1971) had negative views about anomie being reducéd to a theory of relative
deprivation, there seem to be benefits from incorporating the latter into the former. In
examining the issue of the distribution of delinquents in society, relative deprivation theory
provides a more flexible approach to understanding criminal behaviour. Relative deprivation can
be perceived by those occupying any social position. It applies equally to the working classes,
middle classes and even the wealthiest in society. All can compare themselves to others and feel
deprived. Unlike Merton’s anomie theory, the focus of concern is not located purely in the
lower classes. Another important issue may be how strongly deprivation is felt. For example,
offenders may feel deprived more intensely than do non-offenders. If delinquency is found to be
more prevalent in some social strata than others, then this may be due to greater intensity of

relative deprivation among that group (for whatever reason) than among others.

As an antidote to the control theorist criticisms of anomie and strain theories in general, Bernard (1984) has reviewed a
number of studies commonly interpreted to support control theory and suggests that the findings are by no means clear-cut.
Self report studies such as those used by Hirschi (1969) use weak measures of delinquency in order to include middle class
youth, whose offending tends to be relatively minor. Indeed, Downes and Rock (1988, p.237) state that these weak measures
of delinquency mean that "...Hirschi’s data strain credulity”. They also note that school drop-outs, who were likely to be
more delinquent, were excluded from Hirschi’s study.

Furthermore, Bernard (1984) asserts that more serious criminal behaviour tends to be concentrated in the lowest social class.
Indeed, even some self report studies have found a concentration of offending among the lower classes. For example, Reiss
and Rhodes (1961) found that delinquency was more frequent and serious among lower class juveniles than among middle
class juveniles.
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Anomie and individual behaviour

Although Merton (1964) viewed anomie as essentially sociological®, Passas (1995) has
suggested that it is a socio-psychological concept that examines the relationship between
individuals and society. Anomie "bridges the gap between explanations of social action at the
individual level with those at the level of social structure” (Abercrombie et al 1988 p.11, quoted
in Passas (1995) p.97). However, it would seem precisely this feature of anomie theory which |
causes the concept a great deal of trouble. Perhaps the fundamental problem is the attribution of
observed behaviour at the individual level to societal influences. There are many paths to
delinquency and the implications of anomie theory are that the path to crime is mediated

through some psychological factor, which itself is influenced by societal level mechanisms.

If we were to accept that perceived relative deprivation may be the result of anomic pressures at
the societal level, then perceptions of deprivation might be considered one of the intervening
psychological mechanisms which foster delinquency. Indeed, Passas (1988) described the

relationship between relative deprivation, anomie and deviance in the following terms:

"Relative deprivation is regarded as an intermediary variable, as part of processes
potentially conducive to deviant behaviour and anomie. Merton had postulated that
disjunctions between valued goals and socially available means for their attainment
together with cultural emphases on success make for strains towards anomie, a social

state of things where the guiding power of established norms is diminished and people

Merton was keen to draw a distinction between anomie as a malaise of society as a whole and anomia as experienced by the
individual. Anomie was meant to describe societal level influences which were viewed as having an impact on individually
felt anomia. i
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tend to think that ‘everything goes’. For such trends to come about, it 'is necessary that
the actors themselves experience these discrepancies, judge them undesirable and/or
unfair, and engage in deviant actions, which become known to other social actors. It is
;he historically specific socio-psychological mechanisms making this possible that

relative deprivation helps bring to the fore.” (Passas, 1988 p. 145).

However, perceiving relative deprivation in the sense of recognising that one is deprived and
considering it ‘unfair’ or ‘undesirable’ (to use Passas’ terms) may also be an insufficient
description of the socio-psychological mechanisms that explains the inotivation for engaging in
crime. Indeed, feelings of relative deprivation may be only one of several possible
psychological states to stem from anomie. For example, Passas (1995 p.108) notes that "Anomie
has been referred to as meaninglessness, powerlessness, deregulation, a state of complete |
normlessness, lawlessness, even alienation in a huge list of studies. " The recognition of being
relatively deprived may itself lead to these other psychological states, which suggests that it acts
as an intermediary variable in a complex chain of cause and effect. It would therefore be wrong
to suggest that perceived relative deprivation was the only, or indeed, the most important
mechanism by which anomie is transmitted to the individual and consequently influences

behaviour.

Relative deprivation theory would seem to have much to offer as a complement to and possibly
as a refinement of Merton’s anomie theory. Most importantly it may provide an insight into the
transmission mechanisms by which cultural goals are accepted by individuals. However, relative

deprivation is by no means the "silver bullet" which solves the many noted problems with
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anomie. Indeed, there are still many criticisms that cannot be countered in this Way. For
example, the problems with Merton’s typology of modes of adaptations remain an issue
(Lindesmith and Gagnon, 1964; Short and Strodtbeck, 1965; Katz, 1988) as does the treatment
of "active social control” for regulating many aspects of a complex society, which seems to
have been ignored in Merton’s anomie (Lemert, 1964). Despite these continuing criticisms, the
use of relative deprivation may go some way to resolving some of the inherent problems in the

concept of anomie.

Traditional strain theories

Traditional strain theory refers to the body of empirical and theoretical work which attempts to
show how individuals are motivated to engage in crime as a response to societal pressures. The
failure to achieve what society dictated they should strive for is alleged to cause a sense of strain
in the individual. Engaging in deviant behaviour was one method of venting some of that
experience of strain. In short, these studies view delinquency as a reaction to the dominant value
system. Merton’s account of anomie in éausing crime is a prime example of a strain theory.
However, anomie has been treated separately in this chapter because of the notable similarities
between relative deprivation theory and anomie. Strain theories, of which the theory of anomie
is one, have here been termed ‘traditional’ in order to differentiate them from the more recent

developments in General Strain Theory, as detailed later in this chapter.

The criticism that anomie theory treated socially transmitted norms as universally accepted,

resulted in a shift towards strain theories that focused on explaining the existence of delinquent
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subcultures. Contrary to the notion of universal norms, subcultural theorists viéwed society as a
patchwork of separate cultures, with different norms and values. As viewed by an early
exponent of differential subcultures (Albert Cohen, 1955), a dominant culture akin to that
envisaged in Merton’s anomie could create a delinquent subculture. For Cohen, such delinquent
subcultures resulted from a rejection of middle-class standards, which were viewed as dominant
in society. Indeed, "...through all the major media of mass indoctrination - the schools, the
movies, the radio, the newspapers and the magazines - the middle-class powers-that-be that
manipulate these media have been trying to "sell” [the working classes] on the middle-class
values and the middle-class standard of living. " (Cohen, 1955 pp 124-125). Most working-class
members of society would accept these middle class values (at least in part), even if they
themselves were unable to achieve the desired standards. Working class parents would want
their children to possess the middle class virtues which defined respectability, even if the
opportunities for achievement were limited and this was as relevant to the "corner-boy" (where
importance of having a good time now and for standing by one’s friends were important facets)
as it was for the "college-boy" (where educational and occupational achievement and
ambitiousness were important). Cohen believed that both groups would be likely to internalise
middle class standards. In contrast to corner-boy and college-boy cultures, however, a
delinquent culture could emerge as a solution to failing to internalise middle class standards.
While corner-boys may re-align their expectations to make the best of their situation, others
may deal with their failure to achieve by rejecting middle-class standards altogether, in favour

of a delinquent standard which is the antithesis of middle class values.
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Delinquent subcultures were therefore formed as a result of experiencing status deprivation in
comparison to the middle classes and as a reaction ag.ainst the middle class values their members
rejected. Success in the delinquent subculture could be assessed by the extent to which it would
be frowned upon by middle class standards. By rejecting the dominant value system, those in
the delinquent subculture were, essentially, freeing themselves from the stress which could
result from their failure in the conventional world. It provided alternative goals into which to
channel their energies; alternative goals in relation to which they were more likely to be
successful. Cohen’s thesis was considered by many to be particularly germane for explaining
gang membership in the USA and provided a possible explanation for the fact that much of a
gang’s activity was non-utilitarian. Delinquency was not just about finding illegitimate means to
rationally defined ends, but that often entailed purely irrational acts - stealing objects which
would later be discarded, or smashing windows. In Cohen’s analysis this could be explained |
purely by the fact that it was anti-social and counter to dominant middle class standards and

therefore successful by the delinquent subculture standards.

This approach of viewing delinquent subcultures in opposition to conventional middle-class
norms and values has been criticised by Matza (1964, 1969). He argued that a delinquent
subculture was unlikély to be oppositional because of the very nature of that subculture. First,
delinquent subcultures are made up of children who "...have a curious way of being influenced
by the society of elders which frequently includes parents, almost all of whom, whatever their
own proclivities, are united in their denunciation of delinquent deeds.” (Matza 1964 p.37).
Second, Matza criticised the simplistic portrayal of conventional culture and noted that it was in

fact a far more complex, multi-faceted concept. He concluded that over-emphasis on delinquent

27



subcultures over-estimated the incidence of delinquency, thereby accounting for more than
exists. This criticism also applied to Cloward and Ohlin (1960), who provided an alternative

explanation for gang membership.

Cloward and Ohlin’s work involved a synthesis of two important criminological principles. On
the one hand, they took Merton’s anomie to explain the strains towards delinquency induced by
the social system and, on the other hand, they introduced Sutherland’s (1942 / 1973) theory of
differential association to explain the access to and adoption of illegitimate opportunities to
achieve socially prescribed goals. Building on Merton’s theory, they viewed access to legitimate
opportunities as a crucial factor in creating tendencies towards delinquency. Society promotes
the concept of meritocratic selection for legitimate employment, whereby candidates for a job
are chosen on the basis of objective criteria, with the most qualified and most suited person |
being offered the position. However, an excess of suitably qualified candidates means that
other, more subjective, criteria come to play an important role in the selection process. Whereas
in the meritocracy individuals are able to achieve by obtaining the appropriate qualifications for
a job, the shift to subjective criteria, such as race, gender and class represent a shift to factors
which a candidate can do little about. Cloward and Ohlin believed this could produce a sense of
‘unjust deprivation’ in the qualified, but unsuccessful individual. This is summed up in the

following extract:

"It is our impression that a sense of being unjustly deprived of access to opportunities to
which one is entitled is common among those who become participants in delinquent

subcultures. Delinquents tend to be persons who have been led to expect opportunities
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because of their potential ability to meet the formal, institutionally established criteria of
evaluation. Their sense of injustice arises from the failure of the system to fulfil these
expectations. Their criticism is not directed inward since they regard themselves in
comparison with their fellows as capable of meeting the formal requirements of the

system." (1960, p.117)

The sense of injustice was therefore aimed at the failure of the system itself and those whom the
system failed were therefore free to withdraw their support for it. The result was that those
whom the system let down could seek to endorse the values of a delinquent subculture.
Referring to Merton’s concept of ‘adaptations’, Cloward and Ohlin saw that individuals could
adapt to one of a number of deviant subcultures - conflict, retreatist and criminal subcultures.
This can be contrasted with Cohen’s (1955) theory of gang delinquency by viewing involvement
in crime as a utilitarian response to strain. Cloward and Ohlin’s typology was, however,
considered by Taylor et al (1973) inadequate for explaining the wide range of social groupings

which exist in modern industrial societies.

‘Unjust deprivation’ as used by Cloward and Ohlin could have been termed ‘perceived relative |
deprivation’. Both could be used to indicate a comparison made by individuals of their own
ability to do a job, to the formal and informal criteria required by the employer and to the
attributes and qualifications of the successful candidates. This process involves a comparison of
what Runciman (1966) called an individual’s membership group (the unsuccessful) with the
position of a reference group (the successful). The difference between the two concepts may lie,

however, in the fact that unjust deprivation as used by Cloward and Ohlin results in blame being
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placed on the system cfeating the injustice, while perceived relative deprivatiori could result in
individuals placing the blame on either the system or upon themselves. In this context, unjust
deprivation would seem to be clearly distinguished from relative deprivation. Indeed, it may
well be that Cloward and Ohlin chose the term carefully in order to differentiate the two
concepts. It is instructive to note that the example they cite for unjust deprivation was taken
from work on the ‘American Soldier’ by Samuel Stouffer et al. (1949). This work and the
example Cloward and Ohlin used from it, provided the first exposition of the relative

deprivation concept.

I have touched briefly upon just two theories of delinquent subcultures because of their
influence in the development of traditional strain theory and, indeed, because they continue to
be regularly cited. These early theories were originally designed to explain the prevalence of |
gangs committing delinquent acts in the USA. Later, this school of thought broadened its scope
to examine other aspects of delinquent subcultures and its applicability to other societies. Work
by Downes (1966) in the context of the UK, for example, partially validated the work of Cohen
through a process of elimination. In studying delinquency arﬁong working class youths from the
East End of London, Downes found that the relative mildness of their delinquency was-
accompanied by an absence of working class youth aspiring to middle class values. If strain was
relevant at all, it was in the leisure sphere. With the growth of the ‘teen’ culture in the 1960’s,
working class youths were being offered increased avenues for spending their leisure time and

restricted access to these was likely to be a cause of anomie.
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Each of these theories follows a similar format for defining the cause of delinqﬁency. They are
based on the premise that individuals compare their achievements to a dominant value system in
order to measure their success. In the case of Cohen, Cloward and Ohlin, and Downes, inherent
features of the social structure mean that many will be unable to achieve the desired standards.
The important point about all these theories is that they assume that comparisons are being
made. The potential delinquent is comparing his achievements with a standard set by society.
Delinquency is closely associated with making this comparison and, indeed, is a product of the
frustration, or strain on the individual that these comparisons produce. In this sense, traditional
strain theories involving anomie or delinquent subcultures may encompass elements of
perceived relative deprivation. This remains as an implied element of the theories but is

nonetheless essential.

How relative deprivation could benefit traditional strain theories

Merton (1938), Cohen (1955) and Cloward and Ohlin’s (1960) work formed the basis for
traditional strain theory and were the foundations for a great deal of empirical testing and
theoretical debate, which seemed to keep a generation of criminologists occupied. The

following pages indicate how aspects of these theories may be more fully understood with

reference to relative deprivation theory.
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The role of opportunities

Access to legitimate paid employment has been a central feature of some traditional forms of
strain theory. For example, in Merton’s notion of anomie, the sense of ‘anomia’ in the
individual was caused by accepting the societal goals for success - the accumulation of money -
but failing to have the means to achieve that success (Merton, 1964). The demand for well paid
jobs that would give the desired standard of living far outweighed the supply of those favoured
positions. Similarly, Cloward and Ohlin’s (1960) thesis on opportunity structures depicted
delinquency arising when access to legitimate employment was blockcd, even when the formal
requirements (such as qualifications) had been met by the applicant.A Both Merton’s and Cloward
and Ohlin’s theories viewed some forms of crime and delinquency to be a reaction to the
frustrations induced by failing to gain access to the level of employment desired. However,
relating delinquency to the failure to obtain suitable employment is problematic when the timing
of offending is taken into account. As Katz (1988 p.314) pointed.out, involvement in crime
usually occurs some time before job opportunities become meaningful considerations. This
appears to be borne out in this thesis, which, in common with other relevant research, shows

that the onset of delinquency typically occurs while young people are still at school.

Unlike the work of Merton \(1938) and Cloward and Ohlin (1960), the current study does not
rely on restricted access to legitimate opportunities as the theorised means of generating a sense
of strain in the individual. Indeed, in this study, strain is considered to occur independently of
legitimate opportunities. It could result from feeling relatively deprived in comparison to others

and this may occur regardless of the legitimate opportunities available.
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In defence of traditional strain theory, it should be noted that attempts have been made to
allow for the fact that the onset of offending typically occurs prior to experience of the labour
market. A number of theorists have taken a prospective view by attempting to assess the
likelihood that desired goals would be met in the future. This was an important development in
strain theory as it shifted the orientation away from strain caused by experiences in the past,
towards an emphasis on strain which results from how an individual views the future. To
some degree, it also resulted in a shift from objective measures of strain (employment history)
towards subjective measures (an individual’s estimation of his future life-chances). Typically,
these self-report studies of school students have attempted to show strain caused by the
disjunction between aspirations and expectations (Short, 1964; Short et al., 1965; Rivera and
Short, 1967; Spergel, 1967). These studies ask the respondents to look to the future and
examine what they aspire to achieve and to examine their expectations of achieving those
aspirations. Delinquency is considered to be most likely to occur when aspirations are high,
but where expectations of achievement are low. Opponents of this approach have, however,
found that delinquency is most common when both aspirations and expectations are low. For
example, Liska (1971) reviewed four studies which measured the aspirations - expectations
relationship with delinquency’ and found that, when aspirations were high and expectations
were low, delinquency was higher than when both aspirations and expectations were high.
This finding was consistent with the traditional strain theory perspective. However, contrary
to the predictions of strain theory, Liska found that three out of the four studies examined
reported delinquency to be lower when there were high aspirations and low expectations than

when there were low aspirations and low expectations.

The four studies reviewed by Liska (1971) were Clark and Wenninger (1963), Reiss and Rhodes (1961), Short (1964) and
Spergal (1967).
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While the incorporation of relative deprivation would do little to rebut such criticism, there are
other aspects of the theory which have been criticised and in which relative deprivation can play
a restorative role. Two of the most important relate to the use of long term, rather than

immediate aspirations and the particular choice of success goals aspired to by delinquents.
Long term aspirations and expectations

Many of the studies which have examined the sense of strain through the expectations versus
aspirations approach have assumed that young people take a long term view in assessing their
likelihood of being successful. Notions of aspirations and expectations are usually based on the
perceptions of the likelihood of obtaining good grades on leaving school, or on obtaining a good
job. For example, Rivera and Short (1967) examined occupational expectations among gang |
members by asking them what jobs they thought they would be doing in ten years time.
However, there is some evidence to suggest that young people look only a short distance into
the future when assessing mek chances of success. Stinchcombe’s (1964) study of high school
delinquency found this. Similarly, Quicker (1974) tested Cloward and Ohlin’s (1960)’hypothesis
that the important goal for explaining delinquency was occupational success, but found little
evidence of this relationship. Instead, the more immediate goal of educational success was
found to be related to delinquency among high school boys. Furthermore, Corrigan (1979) has
noted that it is unrealistic to expect youths who are still at school to assess their future likelihood
of occupational success. The link between working hard at school and gaining a well-paid job is

based on a causal chain of events explained in the following terms:
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"If you behave yourself, you are more likely to work hard; if you work hard, you are
more likely to do well at school; if you do well at school, you will get good

qualifications and a good reference; if you get a good reference, you will get a good
job; if you get a good job, then you are likely to get lots of money" (Corrigan, 1979,

p.50)

Unlike traditional strain theories, relative deprivation tends to imply measures of immediate,
rather than long term goals. It seems sensible to assume that one would desire to have what one
felt relatively deprived of at the time of the perceived deprivation. This is a common sense
aspect of the concept. If I feel relatively deprived of my neighbour’s new car now, it means I
want to own the new car I feel deprived of now. It wouldn’t make sense for me to feel deprived
| now but not want to own that new car for another year. I may expect to buy that car in a year’s
time, but I will aspire to own it now and will continue to aspire to own it until I take possession
of one. By definition then, feeling relatively deprived implies immediate, rather than long term

aspirations (or goals).

Replacing the notion of long term aspiration with immediately felt relative deprivation would
not negate other aspects of traditional strain theory, however. For example, relative deprivatipn,
as with long term aspirations, may be influenced by a dominant value system which places a
strong emphasis on success. As with traditional strain theory, expectations may also play a role
in shaping the decision on whether to use legitimate or illegitimate means to achieve what is
desired. For example, if one felt relatively deprived but did not expect to obtain through

legitimate channels that which was desired, or did not expect to obtain it within a reasonable
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time, one might be more inclined to turn to illegitimate means. The use of perceived relative
deprivation to explain involvement in crime may therefore require a short term view of

expectations and aspirations.
Types of goal

The focus on single goals for success has been criticised by those who have found that
adolescents are more likely to follow a variety of goals and not just that of money or educational
success. Agnew (1984) argued that individuals may follow a wide range of goals and failure to
achieve some goals may be offset by success in others. Success in achieving some goals may be
enough to avoid strain, regardless of failure in other spheres, and this could mean that strain

theory "...may not be able to explain delinquency because very few adolescents are strained. "

(Agnew 1984, p.446)°.

Utilising relative deprivation does not require one to rely on single measures of aspiration and
expectation. Both actual and perceived relative deprivation can be experienced by reference to a
wide range of possible objects, attributes or values. For éxample, my study used a closed
response format question that measured perceived deprivation towards 16 items, ranging from
going out and following a hobby, to desired clothes and food. Further research utilising an open
response format resulted in 17 different objects of relative deprivation being mentioned by a

sample of offenders and 14 by a sample of non-offenders. Where immediate aspirations are

Agnew came to this conclusion after examining the relationship between seven different goals and involvement in
delinquency and finding little evidence of an association between goal achievement and delinquency. However, this is likely
to have been due to his choice of success goals included in the study, rather than being due to no relationship.
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concerned, young people (the focus of this study) may aspire to a range of short-term goals,

rather than focusing exclusively on money or educational success.

Relative deprivation theory may therefore help to explain the processes by which societal values
are turned into feelings of strain in the individual. However, it would seem more effective at
explaining some types of strain. Indeed, relative deprivation theory may be best utilised to
explain the disjunction between aspirations and expectations for material possessions, rather than
intangible items such as sharing certain values or exhibiting a valued form of behaviour. As
such, it may be more appropriate to apply relative deprivation to traditional strain theories
which have a material basis - such as Merton’s (1938) anomie, or Cloward and Ohlin’s (1960)
opportunity structure thesis - rather than to value based theories such as Cohen’s (1955) theory

of reaction formation.
General Strain Theory

General strain theory has emerged in recent years as an expanded version of traditional strain
theory. Its origins can be traced through a series of articles by Robert Agnew, who may be
considered the founder of general strain theory. Agnew’s (1984) failure to find a relationship
between goal achievement and delinquency, even when immediate goals were taken into
consideration, led him to reject traditional strain theory as an explanation for crime. He
subsequently developed a revised strain theory of delinquency (Agnew, 1985) based on strain
caused by blockage of pain-avoidance behaviour. Agnew hypothesised that strain in the

individual may result when faced with unavoidable aversive situations and delinquency may be a
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means of channelling that strain. Agnew used examples of the youth who has an unpleasant
family life, or who dislikes school. These are aspects of the youth’s life which are hard to avoid
and involvement in delinquency - especially aggressive behaviour - may be a means of venting
frustration at the situation the youth finds himself in. A test of this thesis found strong support,

even when control theory and subcultural deviance theory variables were taken into account.

In a later paper, Agnew (1992) brought together the central components of traditional strain
theory with his (1985) revised theory to produce a description of a general strain theory of
crime and delinquency. The general strain theory viewed delinquenéy as a response to three
generic types of strain. Strain could be caused by (1) the failure to achieve a positive goal
(central to many traditional strain theories); (2) the withdrawal, or threat of withdrawal of
positively valued stimuli; and/or (3) the presentation of or expected presentation of negatively
viewed stimuli. Agnew argued that, while the first of these sources of strain had been the
subject of much debate by criminologists, the latter two had received little attention. Faced with
one of these three types of strain, the decision to engage in delinquency will depend on the
coping strategies employed by those concerned. Reviewing psychology literature, Agnew
identified three main coping strategies, based on cognitive, emotional and behavioural

adaptations to strain, each of which conditions the likelihood of involvement in delinquency.

Since Agnew’s (1992) paper, there have been a number of empirical tests of the theory. For
example, studies by Agnew and White (1992) aﬁd Paternoster and Mazerole (1994) have each
used longitudinal data to show a positive relationship between general strain theory related

variables and delinquency. In each study, involvement with delinquent peers was found to be an
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important intervening variable for explaining how experiences of general strain were turned into
delinquency. General strain theory has also been used to explain gender differences in rates of
delinquency (Broidy and Agnew, 1997), while Hoffman and Miller (1998) have provided some
further support for the theory through some complex statistical modelling. Although still in its
infancy, general strain theory would appear to show promising signs of providing a means of
resurrecting the fortunes of strain theory. The limited empirical evidence available has so far

confirmed the relationship between aspects of general strain and delinquency.
How relative deprivation could benefit general strain theory

Relative deprivation can provide only limited support for general strain theory as the latter is a
much larger theory with wider implications than the former. General strain theory attempts to'
explain the effects of a wide variety of sources of strain, while relative deprivation theory is
much more limited in scope. Relative deprivation theory may provide an example of two out of
the three general sources of strain. Firstly, relative deprivation can be viewed as a failure to
achieve a positive goal and, in this respect, it stands alongside otber traditional strain theories.
Put simply, feeling deprived in comparison to others and failing to resolve those feelings of
deprivation may lead to strain. Second, relative deprivation may in some circumstances arise
from the ‘withdrawal of positively valued stimuli’ (Agnew’s (1992) second source of strain). A
youth who was at one time used to receiving whatever he asked his parents for, may later feel
deprived - not in comparison to others, but in comparison to his own previous position - if his
parents no longer provide him with what he wants. It should, however, be noted that the current

study concerns itself only with the first source of strain identified by general strain theory and
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not the second. There are many 6ther aspects of general strain theory which are not covered by
the current study. Most notable among these are the various coping strategies discussed by
Agnew (1992) which help shape whether delinquent, or non-delinquent solutions are adopted.
These coping strategies are an integral aspect of general strain theory, but are seldom considered
in relation to relative deprivation theorising. Despite these shortcomings, relative deprivation
could potentially be incorporated into general strain theory as a materialistic source of strain to
stand alongside existing concepts (strain resulting from negative family relationships, or

negative school experiences etc.).
Left realist criminology theory

Left realism (Young and Matthews, 1992; Lea and Young, 1993; Young, 1994; Young, 199ﬁ
developed as a response to radical (or left idealist) schools of thought which often romanticised
the role of the working classes and took a dogmatic view of the causes of crime - even when
this appeared to be contradicted by the available evidence. Left realism attempts to explain
crime in terms of the failure of the capitalist political economy. It takes what it sees as a more
pragmatic approach to crime causality, even to the extent that it accepts biological facfors may
play a role in explaining crime rates. Much of the discussion about left realism centres on the
;square of crime’. Crime is seen as havihg four dimensions - an offender, a victim, the public
and state agencies. These dimensions interact with each other, which means that, in order to
understand crime, one must understand the social relations between each party. A holistic view

is therefore required to studying crime. This can be contrasted with much of existing
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criminology, which seeks to study individual elements of crime and the criminal Jjustice system

in isolation from other elements.

Relative deprivation is given a central role as a cause of crime in left realist criminology.
Previous theories from both left idealist and positivist schools of thought have attempted to
explain crime rates through poverty. Such theories view crime in terms of absolute deprivation
and predict that crime would be reduced by alleviating poverty. Left realist criminology argues
that this approach fails to account for crimes of the middle classes (e.g. white collar crime) and
ignores the fact that the vast majority of the poor are law abiding. From a left realist
perspective, relative deprivation is defined as an "excess of expectations over opportunities”
(Lea and Young, 1993 p. 218). Individuals engage in crime as a response to realising they will
be unable to achieve what they wanted. In this sense, the relative deprivation of left realism |
draws heavily on Merton’s (1938) anomie. As with anomie theory, this sense of deprivation is
compounded by a culture which encourages its participants constantly to strive for success.
Young (1994, 1997) has suggested that an understanding of these processes provides a solution
to the aetiological crisis faced by theories which rely on absolute deprivation. He points to the
fact that living standards have improved tremendously in recent decades, even for the poorest in
society, yet crime has continued on an upward trend. Even though people are more affluent than
they have ever been in absolute terms, more crime is being committed. Young argues that this
can be explained by the fact that expectations have increased at an even greater rate than living
standards, resulting in more perceived relative deprivation for more people. The welfare state

with its improvements in education and working conditions® has had an important role to play in

Full employment was, until the late 1970’s, viewed as a legitimate goal for successive governments. This too had the effect
of raising expectations about what might be achieved.
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this process by raising expectations. While there are now more opportunities than ever before,

there are even higher levels of expectation.

In reviewing the literature on left realism (Young and Matthews, 1992; Lea and Young, 1993;
Young, 1994; Young, 1997), there appears to have been a change in the nature of perceived
relative deprivation envisaged as the theory has developed. Lea and Young’s (1992) discussion
of the theory would suggest a fraternalistic notion of the concept (see appendix C for a
discussion on fraternalistic and egoistic relative deprivation). Opportunities were most restricted
for those in the bottom social strata (especially marginalised groups such as ethnic minorities)
and their failure would be blamed not on their own shortcomings, but on the failure of the social
system to provide fully for their needs. Lea and Young (1992) determine this to be an aspect of
the class struggle in which those most affected will take collective action in the fight for more.
resources. This collective action had traditionally taken the form of union action, although in the
fragmented labour market of the post industrialised UK, collective action by united workers was
viewed as being less common and was being supplanted by a trend towards street crime and

public disorder (rioting).
How relative deprivation could benefit left realism

More recent discussions of left realism (Young, 1994, 1997) have taken an egoistic definition of
perceived relative deprivation in which crime is viewed as more of an individual response to
such feelings. This accords more closely to the type of perceived relative deprivation used in the

current study, with individuals feeling deprived in comparison to similar others. There are,
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howeyver, areas in which the current study departs from left realist notions of relative
deprivation. For example, left realism assumes comparisons are made to conventional (non
deviant) values or reference groups. This need not necessarily be the case. Comparisons may be
most relevant when made with others already engaging in offending behaviour. Improvements
in the welfare state may not only have increased expectations, but also increased the propensity
for evaluating one’s position in comparison to others. If this is held to be true, then the choice
of comparative reference groups may be vitally important in determining involvement in
criminal activity. Left realism has also focused on what has been called the frequency of relative
deprivation. The prevalence of offending is related to the prevalence of individuals who feel
relatively deprived. However, this ignores the role that may be played by the degree of relative
deprivation (see appendix C). Offenders may, indeed, feel relatively deprived more intensely
than do non-offenders. This is an area of relative deprivation theorising that could be beneﬁcizﬁ

if added to the current left realist theorising.
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