22. Crime in a Market Society

Elliott Currie

James Q. Wilson leveled a stinging attacli
on sraditional sociological “-thmkmg about crime

(wilson, 1975; se€ also Wilson and Herrnsjem,
1985). Wilson argued that’ the search for “root
causes” of crime was @ fools errand: these causes
cither did not exist 0%, if they dxfi, were beyom{ t'he
control of the government. Socxa{ welfare policies
would not, said Wilson, reduce crime. Instead, the
solution was to use the one governmental resource
hat could blunt the crime rate if administered
isely: prisons. Because a .relattvel}{ small group
of offenders commit @ disproportionately high
amount of the serious crime, the“ke)/ to ’c’iecreas-
ing lawlessness was to lock up the “wicked” among
us. In essence, Wilson was proposing the policy of
selective incapacitation.

Elliott Currie (1985, 1998) has been perhaps
the most articulate progressive criminologist in re-
sponding to Wilson's reasoning—an important task
given that Wilson's way of thinking would prove
persuasive to conservative policymakers (see also
Bennett et al,, 1996). In Currie’s view, the crime
and policy analysis advanced by Wilson and simi-
lar conservative commentators is flawed in three
important respects.

First, they have a misplaced faith in the idea
that prisons are the solution to crime. Currie does
ot deny that some dangerous offenders must
be ncarcerated or that locking up over 2 million
}1’”{:: ::f::k\‘ohas some eﬁe.ct on the crime rate. But

oints out that the sixfold increase in prison

In 1975,

f:rftl:j:“;?; in fhff last quarter of the twentieth
' el not yield a sixfold decrease in crime:
in fact, crime rates rose and then fluctuated i p
way that was not closely connected with ratesn o‘}
mcgrceration. In particular, Currie (1985 1998)
flazms that there is little evidence that nati(;ns that
imprison the highest proportions of their citizens
are the safest.

‘S(?cond, Currie believes that Wilson's crime angl-
ysis is flawed because his social analysis is flawed.
In particular, Currie contends that conservative
commentators such as Wilson fail to confront
the distorting effect that America’s largely unfet-
tered capitalist system—what he calls the “market
economy”—has on those people who are losing in
the Social Darwinist fight to survive economically.
The nations powerful economic engine produces
enormous wealth but also considerable poverty.
This wide inequality creates powerful criminogenic
forces, such as childhoods spent amidst the ravages
of poverty, whole segments of the labor force left
without the ability to secure steady employment
and a meaningful livelihood, the concentration of
disadvantage and associated problems in deterio-
rating inner cities, and so on.

The effects of these harsh and unforgiving con-
ditions might be blunted if the government were
proactive in cushioning the suffering of its people.
But the market economy has another dark side: its
production of cultural values and political inter-
ests that oppose government intervention (0 help
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- reasingly the dominant orgapizing_ principle

m_&rei\_ | life; a social formation in which market

of §o§\3\ : {nstead of being confined to some
rma\)fed»\e economy, and appropriately buffered
parts 0 ained by other social institutions ang
and res\fome to suffuse the whole social fabric—
nord“:f)‘ \cmdercut and overwhelm other principles
an

hat have historically sustained individuals, fami-
tha ll
lies and communities.

By market society, in other word§,1 don't mean
“market”in quite the same way ihat Is meant when
economists talk about the “free market—the ideq
of an economy in which everyone get§ to compete

on level terrain without government interference.

That is part of the ideology of ma’rket society, l.)ut
is decreasingly its reality. We don t.have tbat _kmd
of market economy in the U.S.,whn.ch, again, is the
traditional exemplar of market society among the
advanced nations: we have an economy in which
increasingly those better situated are able to in-
sulate themselves remarkably

well from the pres-
sure of market forces, .

+- What we do have in the
US., however, and to a growing degree in Britain
and many other advanced industrial countries, is
asociety in which most areas of socja) life—most
of the major institutions through which we grow
Up, earn a living, care for our bodies and minds,
and put a roof over our heads—are in

shaped by private decisions made in

of the accumulation of private gain,
what | mean by market society.

Market societies, in short, are Darwinian so-
Cieties, wheth

¢r or not they can be sajd to be

creasingly
he service
And that is

T

22:Crime in g

Market Society 279
I'suggest that marke

tsociety,as thus defined, js
4 particularly fertile breeding ground for serious

violent crime, . Our uniquely devastating expe-
rience of serjoys violent crime, in short, reflects
the equally unique extent

of market society have dri
and economic development ang shaped its na-
tional culture, Anq that not only helps us under-

other countries temp
velopmenta] path.

American economist Richard Beloys (1992:1-3),
We can call them “compassionate” and “keiretsu”
forms of capitalism, “Compassionate” cap;
stresses social solidarity, equity and ¢
values; it is historically a bottom-up de

tionally strong unions,

ommunity
velopment
as in Scan-

»and Japan, wi
ferent politica) history, hay



280 PART V1. Critical Criminology: Power, Peace, and Crime
to keep workers employed even under the most
adverse Mmacroeconomic conditions. And both
stand in stark contrast to the U.S. and some other
exemplars of what Belous calls “contingent” capi-
talism, in which employers hire and fire at will
and reject even the most modest government in-
tervention in the labor market.

What makes the US. so distinct is that alone
among post-industrial societies it has neither
history—not the top-down but in many ways
quite supportive corporatist tradition of a country
like Japan, or the bottom-up, social-democratic
buffers against th

¢ ravages of the market that
strong labor movements and their allies success-

fully fought for in many European industrial
countries—measures which are today,

of course,
under siege in many of them.

What does this have to do with violence?
A great deal. This history means that the crimi-
nogenic effects of the market hay
been unleashed in the US. fa

r more than in other
advanced industrial societies, That is not to say

that the US. is the only place they are found.
Indeed part of my concern is precisely that they
are becoming a familiar, even normalized part of

the social landscape in many places around the
world. But outside the Third

World no country
yet has experienced these effects in as concen-
trated and sustained a way as

the US. And therein
lies the core of our violence problem.

e traditionally

Market Society and Violent Crime

- There are at least seven of those profoundly
criminogenic and closely intertwined mechg-
nisms operating in “market society” They are not
temporary aberrations, but—1 would argue—

intrinsic to the logic of market society itself. . , |

L. First, market society breeds violent crime

destroying livelihood. It has sometimes been fash-
ionable to argue that there are few if any con-
nections between the labor market and crime.
But the accumulating evidence strongly  sug-
gests otherwise. How individuals, families and
communities fare in the labor market affects the

potential for criminal violence in muly

g Juced rather thanasocial in
) . S
iple and 3 #Nbﬂt
profound ways. On the level of individy,

ight—among othe

g O e t‘ks’ocial

o\ ASPirg. | w 5 C8 paC“Y to promo L‘ S :

tions and motivation, for example, the \on term | ofis¢ fegration. Acc ordingly, it
absence of opportunities for stable anq Teward. nal in
ing work, especially for the young,

breeds ien.
ation, undercuts the sense of having 2 “stake i
legitimate society, and exerts powerful pre
toward participation in illicit enterprises (Sylli.
van, 1985). Steady work provides one of the mog
important bonds that enable individuals to desit
from early criminal careers (Sampson and Laup,
1993),and its absence helps explain why d()'\n%“
is considerably harder for black youth in the U,
than for their white counterpar

- arket society to seek tc
1 i T:‘:t:a\e it altogether. Th
i U‘m&“‘e \emic pressure toward t
| \m““;'\;?\m, markg\—lhrough
. Lo f\ow-wage. high turnover job
‘m:\ ungmpioymen\. or some c¢
‘amn w especially true in the
3 ‘h'ﬂm“ global overcapacity wh

g tend routinely to produce
ts (Elliott, 1994y Tt combimation, in fact, is wh
Moreover, the absence of strong work Opportu- W8 . duncterized the USS, labor 4
nities undermines the effectiveness of Programs Wy i The US, economy is offy
to reintegrate offenders into the community, thys B il “job machine”
ensuring high rates of recidivism (Currie, 1985, e s have wccordingly
Ch. 4). Long-term exclusion from stable wotk 301 mode for the *ri .gd;.
disrupts families and inhibits family formationin B o By y Ml
the first place (Wilson, 1987: Ch.3), and dimin- \ 0 e extey
ishes the capacity of adults o

.
perform crediblyas & ‘d
role models and agents of socialization and the  §
transmission of values to th

¢ young (Fagan eta\,
1993). Less often discussed, but not \ess mpor-

tant, is the effect of overwork in poorly-paid jobs '

on the capacity of parents to provide a nurtur-
ing and competent environ

ment for childrearing
and on the capacity of communities for sei-
regulation and the mainte

Mgy, ark
nance of netwotks of by ‘:{Q?_‘W
mutual support and care. At the communitylevel, § g tn Y
the lack of OPportunities for rewarding wotk \U\N:\n B
breeds illicit enterprise, especially drug sles, l\\‘m y
which once established both increase the \'d‘ 3 »‘\‘m 'y;\ .QM'
Ol Toutine violence and weaken the communiys t"‘*‘ ‘n‘i\\ \‘i
Capacity for supervision and support (Wilsan: 3 "“.*‘g.\'\
1995). And mass exclusion from steady, et t}‘r;";‘“\“
Paying work interacts with traditional %‘“‘\;‘ Ny,
by norms 1o Produce a broad stratum of men \K?"
whom violent means of asserting ‘™ N

fourish in the absence of conventional 0“*5(\s
On all these counts, market society &nes

W

5 | A.\l\
herently 1o push the labor market n ?m:& . N
the wrong directions, The fundamental P o
18 that in market society \abor appears SmYE S

.\ X

=
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seof its capacity
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danon Zr’low-wage,
ural unemployn;
3 t is espect
e bmchllrl:::t global overca
e tend routinely to PT¢ "
combination in fact, 1S what has mo

B acterize! the U.S. labor market since
arlv—chﬂr s. economy is often viewed as
e al' achine,” and its labor
dely

; succes h :
s have accordingly been wi
economies of

a highly e
olicl )
;I;llclk:; fs 2 model for the “rigid i
Europe to follow. But to Ihe extent that t“e r
has indeed achieved higherjob growth an owe.
: ent than many (though
d economies, it has been
s and beneﬁts——boosting
or” and creating
ho are uniquely
unter-

sful “job m

at the expense of wages a
the numbers of the “working po

2 stratum of low-wage workers wi
disadvantaged vis-a-vis their European co
parts. Thus, as of the late 1980s, as the economist

Richard B. Freeman shows, men in the bottom
S. earnings distribution earned

decile of the U.
only 38% of the median wage, while their coun-
terparts in the bottom decile in Europe averaged

of the respective medi-

68% and in Japan 61%
s. The lowest-paid American workers “have

an
lower real earnings than workers in all advanced
countries for which there are comparable data”—
,curnmg less than half, for example, of what the
owest-paid German workers earn (Freeman
l;)‘;«i: 12-13). That helps explain higher U.S. levels
;k apnlypoverly (about which more below), and
C,‘l‘:-:’l n; own right exacerbates the criminogenic
e L\; of overwork on families and communi-

“‘(,l; N arket society can indeed, apparently, creat
jobs"—lots of them. But it ca by ek
nnot reliably create

livelihoods.

tion
ther things:

5 £ -
o EA\L"‘:. “ BN
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viarke? soctety
M .
ofﬁcml

ates € :
rat l,l‘vel)’ h,gll
reila®’ rcCCnl

nt ! b
c,hc prnporl
- drOPP"d ou

labor mark g = unemploz"
% o i ograms tO

i insurzlnf:e- Whjn':)tbiojuetssig)e ptrheg private
o ar::liﬂ”)erences are much stark_edr,
Sweden spent eight times w.hat’ th; uU.S. did,
proportionately, on these “active labor
programs (Reutersward, 1990).
2. The second—closely relate :
through which market society breeds violence is
its inherent tendency toward extremes ofmequal—
ity and material deprivation. The progressive
elimination of good work (and the systematic re-
sistance to an active employment policy) is part
of the reason for that tendency. Another is the re-
st government

sistance of market societies again
intervention to offset the inadequacy of labor
market incomes.

In the U.S., where “market” principles reign
;;erreme ln the .absence of strong countervailing

ces, income inequality has traditionally been
more extreme than in other advanced societ-
ies; in the early 1980s, the share of the poorest
l:‘lgl] of t‘}\]/L population in GDP was half 1pgain ’;S

h in West Germa oz 3 p
i Do ticn (Barr'"lgg)’z.ﬂn;;g)td:)' twice as high
wilésed'siligtastinlly in. b 1- nd those gaps
JHS T irerte: it theuss e 1980s and 1990s, as

s ution took a sharp turn

toward increased inequality.

d—mechanism
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The key reason for the wider sPr:df ;Jr' :;;?:ﬁs
ity in the US.is that the bott(‘)amul: Tocome Study
recent data from the Luxembourg ;
, : : Jose to 22%, the child
illustrate in sharp relief. At ¢
, in the U.S. towers above that of F%u-
posiiigisee 4 vely poor ones like
ropean countries—even relative y P e
Ireland (at about 12 percent). Child PQVHW q
are below 4% in Sweden, Belgium, Finland an
Denmark; the closest competitors 10 the US.
among advanced industrial nations_are Canada
and Australia, at roughly 14% (Rainwater and
Smeeding, 1995, Table 2). ... .

Even more striking, from the LIS data, is the
stark inequality in the economic condition of
American children. Thus, in no European coun-
try do children in the upper fifth of the scale of
real income match the income of comparable
children in the US.: but only in Ireland (and
Israel) are children’s real incomes in the lowest
fifth below those of the poorest American chil-
dren. Poor children in the U.S.,, in short, are not
only more numerous but also poorer than their
European (or Canadian or Australian) counter-
parts, while the most affluent children in America
are considerably richer than their counterparts in
other advanced countries. . . .

What makes it troubling, among other things,
is that both poverty and inequality are increas-
ingly implicated in violent crime. Again, as with
employment, the relationships are complex
and some are indirect. Yet the evidence points
strongly to a profound role for both absolute and
relative deprivation. How much poverty, and
how wide a spread of inequality, a society toler-
ates matter in terms of violence, and this for sev-
eral related reasons.

. The gvidence for a strong link between income
lnequ‘allty and homicide in particular is long-
5‘_3“‘1'"8: and it comes from a variety of different
k!nds of research carried out across a variety of
different settings (cf. Blau and Blau, 1982; Currie,
1985: Ch. 5; Messner, 1989; Gartner, 1990). No-
lgl\)l)/, one recent study finds a strong and spe-
.CIfIC as:s‘oc?a(inn between the growth of wage
inequality in the US. since the 1970s and levels

of homicide and aggravated assault (Fowleg
Merva, 1996). These connections are i
drawn in terms of some conception of re"‘“y ;
deprivation. But there is also growing evi
that poverty itself—or more precisely a syn:em‘:
of multiple deprivation (what Land et a] R
usefully called “resource deprivation“)\i‘s
plicated in homicide generally (Land ¢ 14 n
Smith and Brewer, 1992) and in family ho,;;-
in particular (Goetting, 1995).
The long-term deprivation characterigt
market society generates high levels of violdl
crime in part because of its impact op child
velopment. To begin with, the link betwe
economic deprivation and child abuse
the strongest and most recurrent in ¢
ture on child development (Sampson, 19g3)
the U.S. the risk of reported physical child gbg
is seven times higher in families making bel
$15,000 a year than in those making more (G
pelleri et al., 1993). Poverty’s strong contribut
to child abuse increases the level of crim
lence both directly, by increasing violence ag
children, and indirectly, through the inte ‘
tional impact of abuse on later violence (W
1992). At the same time, “persistent” po er
the kind routinely generated by mar
ety inhibits intellectual and social de
among children and predisposes them to
school failure and later economic marg
(Miller and Korenman, 1993). The more
children spend in poverty, the more
sured intellectual development falls b
after other factors, like family structure,as
trolled (Duncan et al., 1993).
3. But the lack of public supports to am
the market’s impact on the well-being
and communities involves more than
benefits alone. The third main me¢
which market society breeds violent
weakening other kinds of public sup
have good reason to believe act as
against crime. ;
As with the problems of inadeqe®
hood and economic deprivation, the

€n sevey
is |~
he litg

4
e



that mar}(gt society is.intrinsically antagonistic 1o
the provision of the kinds of socig supports that
as Frank Cullen (1994) hag detailed, MY dtte ,
critical inhibitors of serious crime. Because it i:
a basic operating principle of market society to
keep the public sector small, it forces individuals
and families to rely on individual efforts to secure
some of the basics of healthy humap, development
that less Darwinian societies, even poorer ones,
provide much more reliably and accessibly. Poor
but relatively generous societies, accordingly, are
likely to do a better job at keeping violent crime
low than wealthy but mean-spirited ones,

The withdr:?wal of public provision has espe-
cially devastating consequences when it is com-
bined (as it invariably is in advanced market
societies) with the broad structural shifts in the
labor market I have noted above. The strains
between family and work offer a key example,
The adoption of low-wage, high-turnover labor
market strategy that is an essential feature of
“contingent” capitalism tends to undercut par-
ents’ ability to nurture and supervise their chil-
dren, leading, in turn, to the kinds of problems
that many versions of control theory warn us
about. As wage levels fall and steady full-time
work is replaced by the packaging of several
part time and/or temporary jobs, parents in
market societies increasingly need to work ex-
cessively long hours to make ends meet—which
means that their children are likely to be de-
prived of attention and support. Reliable and
affordable child-care facilities and after-school
programs could ease that strain considerably;
but market societies provide them spottily and
grudgingly at best.

Here too, the figures differentiating the U.S.
from the “compassionate capitalist” countries
are stark and consistent. Just as we are the post-
industrial nation with the most meager income
support for low-income families, so too we have
the least developed mechanisms to mitigate the
stresses between work and childrearing. Virtu-
ally every other post-industrial nation provides
nearly universal care for 3- to 5-year-olds, in one

22: Crime in a Market Society 283

way or another, and all provide some form of
paid parental Jeave (indeed a number of develop-
ing countries do better in this respect) (Kamer-
man and Kahn, 1995). Once again, the effects on
violence are multiple and complex. The tendency
of market society to force parents on to their own
(often slim) resources puts children at great risk
of abuse and neglect; it simultaneously increases
the risks of domestic violence, as the paucity of
outside supports for child care combine with
weak job opportunities to trap women in abusive
relationships.

This pattern, moreover, applies across the
board to other public institutions that could play
an important role in preventing violent crime.
Widely accessible, high-quality preventive and
prenatal health care, for example, might prevent
some of the most basic physical and emotional
traumas of childhood that we know are impli-
cated in violent crime (Lewis et al., 1988). But the
US. is also the only post-industrial nation with-
out a national health system to deliver that care.
(Those systems, of course, are increasingly under
siege—in countries as diverse as Britain and
Costa Rica as global market society advances.)

4. The withdrawal of public supports is com-
pounded by the simultaneous tendency of
market society to erode informal social supports
and networks of care. This is especially a con-
sequence of the rapid movement of capital and,
accordingly, of opportunities for steady work in
market society—which is characterized by the
demand for “flexibility” in the workforce and by
the absence of strong ties of capital to any geo-
graphic community. But what the system hails
as “flexibility” from the point of view of the em-
ployer translates into rootlessness for individuals
and families and atomization for communities.
The result is to deplete the sources of informal
support that might otherwise buffer the conse-
quences of mass joblessness, poverty and the re-
treat of public social services.

If, for example, a family stressed by long work-
ing hours and unable to procure decent child
care could lean on the grandparents down the
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street to care for the children; if they could look
to uncles, cousins, and friends to help keep an
eye on their teenagers when long working h(.)UItS
mean they can't do it themselves; then the crimi-
nogenic consequences of overemployment and
poverty could arguably be mitigated. But ma.rlfet
society systematically splits extended families
and creates communities characterized by rapid
geographical mobility and the consequent “thin-
ning” of networks of close friendship and mutual
care. The overall result is not unlike what social
disorganization theorists have warned about
since the 1920s, and recent research has repeat-
edly confirmed (see Sampson and Groves, 1989;
Sampson, 1993; Cullen, 1994).

That “thinning” of community under the
impact of market development is speeded by
Systematic private sector disinvestment—as the
economic and social condition of the hardest-
hit communities no longer suffices to justify in-
vestment in market terms—at least in the short
term, which is, more and more, the operative
time frame in market society. As market society
progresses, in other words, we increasingly see
communities with not only few public agencies—
recreation programs, health clinics, libraries—
but also few stores, restaurants or movie theatres,

The overall result is a deepening, self-fueling
cycle of social impoverishment—what Jeffrey
Fagan and his colleagues, in their recent multi-
city study of crime, drugs and neighborhood
change in the U.S,, describe as a progressive “un-
raveling” of low-income communities, As these
researchers point out, the resulting depletion of
stable adult supervision and support means that
youth gangs or drug dealers may become “the
dominant informal control and socialization
force” (Fagan et al., 1993: 4). More generally, it
leaves youth more and more dependent for help,
advice and role modeling on their peer groups
and on an increasingly pervasive consumer cul-
ture (on which more below).

A second consequence is equally potent. {\s
two decades of research make abundantb’ plain,
t1s precisely this sort of “social” impoverishment

that is heavily implicated in severe chilq abuse
and neglect—and which help_s. to explain why
some low-income communities have mych
higher levels of child maltreatment than Othet.x;_f
(Zuravin, 1989; Garbarino and Kostelny, 1992‘.‘!;‘
Sampson, 1993). It is import“ant not to”overstatg
this case. Even in the most “unraveled” parts

American (or Third World) cities,. there rem
strong families, at least some solid, longsta
ing communal institutions (in the U.S., notz
churches); and often a handful of dedicated if
overextended, nonprofit social service agencies,
But the overall drift of market society is increas

ingly to marginalize and, at the extreme, to Over
whelm them. :

U

5. Market society simultaneously b eec
crime by promoting a culture that exalts ato
and often brutal individual competition and co
sumption over the values of community, co
tion and productive work. The tendencies
noted in the labor market, in levels of inec
deprivation, social provision and support, ar
acerbated by fundamental changes on the
of culture. Here the empirical reality is mi
and the changes harder to quantify. Yet |
think we can adequately understand t
crime in either the advanced or the de
world without paying these changes clos
tion. Market society is underpinned by
tinctive set of cultural values and norm
as it develops, these come to push aside otk
which have traditionally helped communities

maintain social cohesion (and low levels of
lence) in the face of economic deprivation
uncertainty,
We talka great deal, especially in the U.S.,ab0
the links between crime and the culture of po
people. We talk hardly at all about the role
common culture. There is much discussion®
I think foo much—of the culture of the undet
class, but little aboyt the culture of the overd®
(for a fine critique of the “underclass” discussié
see Gans, 1995). That is a serious default, becal
we will simply not understand the characterof¥
olent crime in the contemporary world—pere

—a



especially youth violence—unless 1y, view it
within the context of the growth ang spread ofl
dominant culture of exploitation, predation an:jl
indifference to human life in our time.

We can br.ea‘k down these developmems into at
east three distinct parts; first, the increasing po-
tency and primacy of consumer values; second
and relatedly, the erosion of what I woyld calf
“craft” values; and finally the increasing instity-
tionalization, or normalization, of 3 “mainstream”
culture of exploitation and irresponsibility,

There is nothing new about the idea of the U,
being an extreme example of a consumer society.
What is new, I think, is the extent to which the
other trends I have described have made young
people, especially, more and more vulnerable to
the appeals of a frantically consumerist culture.
As we have decimated both formal and informal
adult institutions of supervision, livelihood and
support—and not just in poor communities—
the culture’s insistent proddings toward acquisi-
tion and consumption, through the advertising
industry, television and the movies, are increas-
ingly unmediated. We have some evidence for
this shift that goes well beyond the anecdotal. In
their recent multi-city study of drugs and crime
in impoverished inner-city neighborhoods, for
example, Jeffrey Fagan and his colleagues found
a growing “materialism” in American inner
cities—indeed, in some cities, what they describe
as “hypermaterialism” (1993: 8). Nor is that phe-
nomenon confined to drug-dealing youth gangs.
Surveys have described a significant shift toward
‘consumption aspirations” among American
adolescents generally during the 1980s; the pro-
portion agreeing that “having lots of money” was
one of their main goals in life rose from less than
half in 1976 to nearly two-thirds a decade later
(Crimmons et al., 1991).

A second underappreciated casualty of the
spread of market culture is what I would call
‘craft” values—by which I mean the value of a job
well done, the pleasure in productive work and
creativity, the self-esteem that comes from acquir-
ing competence and contributing your growing
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skills to an appreciative community. I can't mea-
sure this loss in neat numbers. But [ am struck l?y
it frequently in encounters with young people in
general and delinquent youth in particular.

As market society advances, the value of work
and its ability to bind individuals into a produc-
tive community life is progressively demeaned
in favor of the valorization of consumption for
its own sake—and of getting what you want, or
getting ahead of others, by whatever means will
suffice. When that cultural shift is combined with
the decimation of opportunities for good work, it
produces a dual assault on one of the most crucial
mechanisms of social support, social control and

communal engagement.
I'm suggesting, in other words, that the eclipse

of stable and rewarding work in market soci-
ety has, in addition to the economic and social
consequences I have proposed above, a more
subtle cultural one. Work stabilizes society in
part through its cultural meaning—its ability to
provide channels of status and esteem, and defi-
nitions of virtue and worth, that involve hierar-
chies of competence, diligence, and contribution.
It allows for the valuing of productive means over
consumerist ends, of contribution over position.
One of the quieter, but I think extremely corro-
sive, effects of market society is to chip away at
those cultural standards linking esteem to the ca-
pacity for production and contribution.

These considerations may also help explain
why some poor communities manage to resist, at
least for a while, the atomization and institutional
disintegration that engulf others—and the accom-
panying levels of violence. In the U.S., that pattern
is often found to be true of recent immigrant com-
munities, as against those with a longer history of
economic marginalization and longer exposure to
a “hypermaterialist” dominant culture. Immigrant
communities may retain strong elements of pre-
market values stressing family obligation and the
dignity of work—values which, as a broad body of
empirical research makes clear, tend to be worn
down the longer immigrants reside in the U.S. and
are buffeted by the onslaught of market values.
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Another culg

cult to quantj

ural development, equally diffi-
in u

fy, but 1 think equally important

nderslanding the links between market so-
cCiety and Violence, is what

might be described
as the spread of a culture of “normal brutal-
1ty” This too, is by no means a new idea; it is
prefigured in the work of a number of early
criminological theorists. Around the turn of the
century, for example, Enrico Ferri wrote that
what he called the “law of free competition” was
a “disguised form of cannibalism®—because it

Market society promot

by creating something akin to a perpetual state
of internal warfare i Wwhich the advancement of
some is contingent on the fall of others, and in

which a corresponding ethos of unconcern—of

non-responsibility for others well-being—often
legitimized under the rubric of beneficent com.-
petition, pervades n culture and the

es violent crime in part

he commo
interactions of daily life.

A culture in which routinely throwing employ-
ees out of work in the name of “restructuring” i

increasingly defined as thoroughly laudable busi-
ness practice; where losing one’s footing in the

intensifying scramble for livelihood and income
means more and more the possibility of falling
into real social limbo; where even the most basic
help for those who do “lose” is granted, if at all,
grudgingly and with overt disrespect; where even
the risks of disability or death from illness or acci.
dent are contingent on market income and basic
health care may be withheld from those without
it; where, in short, those on top continually make
it clear that they have only minimal concern for
the well-being of those on the bottom—is a soci-
ety in which the risks of violent crime are mag-
ni‘l‘lcd‘ because those on the bottom are likely to

internalize and reciprocate the prevailing ethos
ol t\i\l'(‘g‘\l'd

Ihe extraordinarily prescient Willem Bnngc‘r
put it this way, early in the century: “He who is

abandoned by all can no \on
for those who have left hi
53). We do not have much
phenomenon in contemporary cr'\m'\no\og\q\
theory. But T don't think
much time with delinque
ers or drug dealers in th
vanced societies can h
their sense of society
Market society’s fun
of nonresponsibility
sive tendency toward “unbonding
of those most impacted by econg
insecurity and impoverishment !
they are not merely deprived buy maltreated,
What we might call a “culture o

tal tendency of the dominant culture self which
poor youth assimilate and,

cannot be said to initiate.

6. A sixth mechanism by which market sod-
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on the sale and possession of firearms both dis-
tinguishes the U.S. from virtually every advanced
pation and contributes substantially to the lethal-
ity of American violence (Cook et al.,, 1995). Nor
is there dispute that the modest recent nationg].
level legislation establishing waiting periods for
n purchases and restricting military-style as-
sault weapons have left vast areas of the firearms
market for all practical purposes untouched, no-
tably the so-called “secondary” firearms market
of informal gun shows and private sales (Cook et
al,, 1995: 87-90).
What s less often acknowledged is how closely
this absence of public regulation of firearms
meshes seamlessly with the general “market”
orientation of American civilization, The unique
proliferation of firearms, especially handguns, in
the U.S. is often attributed to its “frontier” cul-
ture, but though there is surely some truth in
that explanation, by itself it is unconvincing.
Canada is also a “frontier” society, but it regu-
Jates guns far more stringently than does the U.S.
and suffers only a fraction of the level of hand-
gun violence. I think the more salient distinc-
tion involves the varying historic dominance of
market culture and institutions across these two
countries, which is evident across many realms
of culture and social policy. It cannot be entirely
coincidental that Canada has both more strin-
gent controls over the sale of guns and (so far)
a much more generous “welfare state” than the
U.S., or that Canada pioneered the kind of uni-
versal medical care system which the U.S. has
fiercely and effectively resisted in the name of
the “free market.”

7. Finally, market society breeds violent crime
by weakening or eroding alternative political
values and institutions through which those it
hurts most could make sense of their situation
in progressive terms and take effective collective
action against it.

We don’t talk about this issue much in
our recent thinking about violent crime. But
it has a significant, if abbreviated, history in
criminology. Recall that Robert Merton's fifth
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adaptation” to the condition of social “strain”
was “rebellion.” which

leads men [sic] outside the environing social
structure to envisage and seek to bring into
being a new, that is to say, a greatly modified
social structure,

Crime was only one of several possible responses
to a disjunction between socially structured
means and culturally prescribed ends; political
action to change either or both was another. But
in order to “pass into organized political action,”
frustration with the existing social structure had
to be translated into allegiance to “new groups
possessed of a new myth”—thus transforming
mere alienation into positive rebellion. That in
turn required breaking the “monopoly of the
imagination” imposed by what Merton called
the “conservative myth”—the assertion that the
deprivation and inequality were inevitable in
the nature of things or the result of individual
failure rather than social structural constraints
(1963: 155-7).

Merton himself did not elaborate much on
this point, and it has been mostly forgotten since.
But the central insight is crucially important. The
way in which adverse social and economic con-
ditions affect people’s propensity to crime will
obviously be mediated by the cultural ideologies
and communal institutions available to them to
respond to that adversity. Where strong labor
movements or political parties address the con-
cerns of low-income people, or strong ethnic or
communal organizations are at hand to promote
the collective well-being, the frustrations of social
and economic deprivation are more likely to be
channeled into constructive social action. But in
“market” society those institutions are weak to
nonexistent; in fact, it is precisely their weakness
that allows market society to flourish to begin
with. And as it progresses market society tends to
erode them even further—witness the rapid de-
cline of union membership in the U.S. (and many
other advanced countries) in recent years, the ca-
sualty of market-driven deindustrialization and
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of concerted attacks by employers in legjslatures
and on the shop floor,
Why is this important for understanding vio-

€Nt crime? Because it leaves the people most “at
risk” because of deprivation and socj

ishment with little means of constructively chal-
lenging the forces that are undermining their

COMmunities, families and futures—and thereby
makes it far more likely

take the form of an

al impover-

that their response will
individual lashing-out, or a

alimpulse at the expense
of other people in the s

The Future

- - I have argued that m
liarly conducive to viole
are analytically

closely intertw

arket society is pecu-

nt crime, for reasons that
separable but, in the reg] world,

ined and mutually reinforcing—

simultaneously both withdrawing public provi-
sion of support and chj

pping away relentlessly at

the informal *Upport networks that might cush-
lon these disadvantages. All the while it is also
replacing earlier communal values and norms
N increasingly strident ethos of competitive

mensm which rubs raw the frustrations
vmpany the declining economic fortunes
ata of the population, and weakening
leologies and institutions that could
tructive challenges to a harsh and

rder. To top it off,at the extreme

dy regulates and opportu-

the marketing of the mass

instruments of lethal violence. It is

. lihoods for «
3 e new \,‘vehhoo loy—
Polentang 4 ‘Wﬂ‘;‘\ukc(‘\"‘“ :;’z;?gf Soi
toxic brew. And it is, again, a mixture INtringic w A ﬂ;‘ e ?“w.c agwhich ik
the logic of market society—a function not of jtg : A.bm\dmg et
failure but of “the quality of its success! as R R o dev\‘“ Fisy
Tawney put it in the 1920s; “its Yight itself o Kind lic school\ & > sinall
of darkness” (1920: 33). . . . ! caveenp oymb“c pol
This is not the place to go into the detailg of ' ‘m'sobs'“\‘he pu e
what would be required to deflect this tr ec- "!W‘“ eshes po“'.e‘tf“ y N
tory. But a few points seem clear. | have ar B mm‘m\ pm\"\S\(')“ o.g \
that market society generates severa) analytically P nd that combinatior
separable mechanisms through which i exXacer- | s
bates the problem of serious vio\

ent crime, By
these are not really separable in the real world
and some of them are more central than otherg.
In particular, it is the systematic assault on steady
livelihood that is arguably the most destry
feature of th

e advance of market society, and the
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ovide new livelihoods for many people the
. r market will not employ—and we can also
pr'\_'ﬂ‘; ¢ public agencies of social support ang
st ity-building which market society erodes if
cal a:) its own devices: health and mental heajtl,
left t ublic schooling, child care and skill trajp.
Fa“;& active employment policy geared to creat.
in ew jobs in the public and nonprofit sectors,
.mgghof" meshes powerfully with a commitment
:2 ;he universal provisipn qf high-quality public
ervices; and that combination can be the core of
;m offective attack on the conditions that breed
iolent crime.
uo;i’;;‘ is the state of public discourse on these
atters in mMOSt of the developed world today
that calls for revitalizing an active employment
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Discussion Questions

|. What is the “market economy”? How does it
produce inequality and the conditions that are
conducive to high rates of violent crime in the
United States?

2. Compared to other advanced industrial nations
(e.g.» Japan, western European countries), is the
US. government more or less supportive of
its citizens who are in need? Why does Currie

22: Crime in q Market Society 289

:]t]: :;:3}’2‘:{?:(1? 'these lines are sometimes diﬁ-

Pian. But there is considerable evi-
dence that it is pogp, eminently feasible (Glyn and
ROWFhorn, 1994) and capable of attracting strong
PUt?llC_ Support. Even in the U.S., a substantial
majority, according to opinion polls, agrees that
go.vernment should guarantee work for those the
pnvat'e economy will not or cannot hire. Crimi-
nologists need to add their voices to what should
become a broad and public debate over the nature
of work and of social support in the advanced so-
Cieties of the 21st century. They can do so best
by affirming that violence is one of the clearest
costs of our increasingly heedless global assault,
in the name of the market, on the preconditions
of a sustaining social Jife.

think this is the case? What does he believe
are the consequences of these government
policies?

3. How is Currie’s “market society” theory similar
to Messner and Rosenfeld’s “institutional-
anomie” theory? How do the theories differ?

4. What policies would Currie’s perspective on
crime suggest are likely to reduce crime? What
policies would Currie believe would not reduce
crime?
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