Outline and assess Marxist theories of crime.

Marxist theories of crime are based on conflict, as opposed to the functionalist and subcultural explanations of crime, which are based on consensus. They claim that society is divided by capitalism and there is a conflict between the upper-classes and the working-classes. They suggest that social inequality, as a result of capitalism, is the cause of crime. The starting point for Marxist and neo-Marxist approaches is the laws, and how the ways that they are created and enforced may favour certain groups; the ruling/upper-classes. 
	Traditional Marxist theories of crime were created by Bonger (1916) and then developed by writers such as Chambliss (1975). They suggest that the majority of the population (the working-classes) are exploited by the owners of big businesses and the government. This leads to the creation of laws that appear to benefit the working-class (Pearce 1976), but actually benefit the ruling classes. The laws are not created as a consensus between the upper-classes and working-classes. Chambliss (1976) suggests that this conflict culture that has emerged from capitalism encourages crime. Crime is natural in this situation, as capitalism fuels greed, self-interest and hostility. In terms of the seriousness of crime, Snider (1993) argues that the effects of robberies and petty theft are much smaller than the losses created by big businesses engaging in corporate crimes. 
	The Traditional Marxist view of law-creation suggests that all laws are created in the interests of the ruling class. It fails to recognise that there are a wide range of laws that benefit everyone, such as laws on health and safety, and consumer protection. The police are not there to repress the working-class as ruling class agents; they protect the public from victimisation. There are also problems with the notion that capitalism creates crime. Jones (2001) states that capitalist culture does not necessarily produce high crime rates. Switzerland, for example, is a capitalist society and yet has a very low crime rate. This theory also over-emphasises certain types of crime and completely ignores others. What about domestic violence and rape?
	In response to the criticisms of traditional Marxist theories of crime, a theory called the new criminology came about. Taylor, Walton and Young attempted to produce a ‘fully social theory of deviance’ in The New Criminology (1973), which became extremely influential as quite successfully blended Marxism and Interactionism together. Taylor et al thought it was important not just to focus on the motivation and influences of the individual, but to also observe the wider capitalist society in order to understand why certain crimes take place. Their theory of deviance included six (three Marxist, three Interactionist) dimensions which, they argued, together could be used to explain deviance. Hall et al’s (1978) study ‘Policing The Crisis’ used this approach when looking at the different factors involved in black crime, in particular ‘mugging’. They argued that the media coverage of the ‘muggings’ threw them into the public eye and this minor problem became the first thing on the political and policing agenda. Although Hall did not exactly follow the model created by Taylor et al, he used the basic ideas and framework. 
	Although Hall used the basic concepts of New Criminology in his study, some sociologists have argued that it is far too vague. It has proven very difficult to apply this perspective as it is so complex, even Hall’s study did not manage to stick rigidly to the guidelines. Some sociologists such as Rock (1988) thought that this theory of crime romanticised criminals far too much. Young agreed with this view, which later led him towards the development of Left Realism. New Criminology has been regarded by sociologists as idealistic, and it has been suggested that it produced ideas that did not take the problem of crime seriously or attempt to explain the reality of crime. This was one of the criticisms of the New Criminology that led Lea and Young (1984) to develop what they called a more realistic theory of crime: Left Realism. 
	Another Marxist theory is the explanation for the development of subcultures within the working-class. They see youth subcultures as a political reaction to changes in the class structure (Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies). They are a response to growing up in the capitalist society, as they offer a form of resistance to capitalism for those on the margins of society; the working-classes. Clarke (1976) argues that joining a subculture does not allow these youths to change their circumstances or provide sustainable solutions to their problems. Brake (1980) develops this idea when he talks of ‘magical solutions’. He suggests that the clothing and language that working-class youths wear/use can be seen as a ‘magical’ solution, as it does not actually solve their problems; it is an illusion.
	One advantage of all Marxist theories is that they have moved emphasis further from the influences on the individual/ their motivations and further towards the things which effect society and the influence that has on criminals and crime. Sociologists now explore the wider social, economic and political factors which shape society. On the other hand, there are many theoretical criticisms that can be made about Marxist ideas. Carlen (1988) argues that all Marxist theories ignore women. They do not take note of the patriarchal nature of society and how this may affect female crime and the Official Crime Statistics. Marxist theories also focus too much on the criminal act itself, whilst ignoring the experience of the victims and any possible solutions to crime there may be. Lea and Young (1984) wanted to move away from New Criminology and Marxist ideas when they developed Left Realism, which pays close attention to the victims of crime and attempts to find solutions to the problem of crime.
	
