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This ar~ i rk  analyzes the causes of criminal behavior us portru~ed in rhe three 
dominanr models a/ tradilional criminology-strain, t-uirurul deviance, and 
social con~rol-Jrom the perspective of radical criminology. Spec~jically, we 
compare these traditional models to radical theory bosed on ~hree derived 
crilerra: ( I )  [hat aocial class plays on important role in the traditional theory in 
qilesticln. (2)  fhar the theory employs a social-srrrrchruml model of crime 
cuusarion, and (3) !hat the theory ofleers a morerialisfic intrrpr~laiion uf the 
relationship between culture and social structure. Ranging jiom cnn~rihuiions 
that are fully compatible lo {hose ~ha l  provide fruitful possibilities for future 
research, wefind that tradiriotral rlteori~s-especially macro-levelsocial control 
models-converge in crucial respwls with radical criminology. We eoncludr 
 hat the ideologicaI d m r e n r e ~  be~ween radicals and traditionolists, in conjunc- 
tion with the former's suspicion ofpositivism and the latter's narrow emphasis 
on individual-level explanations, have obfuscated the development of an 
integrated. structural model oJcrime c.awtion. 

Our purpose in this article is to explore salient points of contact 
between radical and traditional theories of criminality. We are well 
aware that much literature points in the opposite direction, and a 
number of books and articles have been written that attempt to 
distinguish traditional from radical criminology. For example, Quinney 
(1977, p. t 5  1) and others (Wright, 1973; Young, 1976; Garofalo, 1978) 
argue that radicals have explicit political commitments not shared by 
traditional criminologists (e-g., pursuit of a socialist society); Bohm 
(1982a, 1982b) sees the issue of value neutrality as differentiating 
traditional and radical criminology; Greenberg (1981, p. 3) and others 
(Taylor, Walton, and Young, 1973; Groves, 1985) have suggested that 
the traditional emphasis on positivism finds disfavor among radicals; 
Garofalo (1978, p. 1 8) offers an epistemological demarcation with his 
observation thal radical criminology "opposes the very type of knowl- 
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edge on which the field of criminal justice is premised: technocratic 
knowledge"; and virtually all radicals believe that traditional crimi- 
nology neglects the larger social-structural context within which crime 
and delinquency are enmeshed (e.g., Colvin and Pauly, 1983; Michalow- 
ski. 1985; Schwendinger and Schwendinger, 1985; Taylor, Walton, and 
Young, 1973; Greenberg, 1981). 

I t  is clear, then, that there are important differences between 
traditional and radical criminology. However, we intend to show that 
there is significant overlap with respect to onc of the more important 
concerns of criminology as traditionally defined: that concerning 
causation. Our presentatiun will suggest that ccrtnin empirical findings 
of traditional criminology can contribute to, or are consistent with, a 
radical explanation of criminality. 

We focus on the causes of criminal behavior for three reasons. First, 
with the notable exception of Schwendinger and Schwendinger (1985), 
radical and conflici theorists have, to date, concerned themselves 
primarily with analyses of the origins of law, the distribution of official 
laheling, discrimination in sentencing, and the selectjve attention given 
to white-collar and corporate crimes. Not surprising, then, most 
empirical work in these areas focuses on the criminal justice system and 
related issues such as police shootings (Jacobs, 1979), enactment of 
delinquency legislation (Hagan and Leon, 1977), differential sentencing 
patterns (Lizotte, 19781, and patterns of corporate criminality (Michal- 
owski, 1985; Reiman, 1984). Attention to these issues, and the 
companion tendency to neglect causation, is highlighted by Bernard 
(IYt(1, p. 367), who states. wjih I-efereace to conflict thcory, that "the 
expIanarion of criminal behavior is not [conflict theory's] main 
purpose." As a consequence of this orientation. analysis of the initial 
causes of criminal involvement has been left to  traditional theories (e.g., 
strain, cultural, or control models). 

A second reason for concentrating on the causes of crime is that 
radical crirninoiogy emerged, in part, as a reaction to certain perceived 
ills of positivistic analyses. The first popularized attack on positivism 
was waged by  Taylor, Wallon, and Young (1973), and more recent 
critiques are found in Groves (1985) and Greenberg (1981, p. 2). 
However, there are signs that the relationship has mellowed with age, 
and over the past few years a number o f  empirical analyses have been 
undertaken in a Marxist vein (e.g., Hagan and Bernstein, 1979; Hagan 
and Albonetti, 1982; Hapan and Leon, 1977; Ljzoite, 1978; Lizotte, 
Mercy, and Wonkanen, 1982; Hump hties and Wallace, 1980; Jacobs, 
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1979a, 1979b; Liska, Lawrence, and Benson, 198 1; Greenberg, 198 1 ; 
Groves and Corrado, f 983; Hagan and Parker, 1985; Hagan, Gillis, and 
Simpson, 1985). It would seem, then, that positivism has been used 
advantageously by radicals, and in a statement that reflects the position 
advocated in this article, Sparks ( 1980. p. 1 85) argues that the political 
agenda of radicals does no1 entail, "nor are they entailed, by the 
scientific views of contemporary Marxist criminologists." Of course any 
in-depth exploration of the relationship bet ween Marxism and posi- 
tivism would raise epistemological and methodological issues, both of 
which are beyond the scope of this article. However, without reducing 
Marxism to positivism, we agree with Greenberg (1981, p. 65) that "the 
concerns of positivist criminology and its empirical research findings are 
no1 inherently incdmpatible with a Marxian perspective" (for an 
excellent review of the relationship between Marxism and positivism, 
see Farr, 1984). 

A third and final reason for emphasizing causation concerns the level 
of causal analysis preferred by traditional criminologjs~s. R y  and large, 
research conducted within the traditional paradigm has been aimed at 
biological, psychological, and familial factors to the exclusion of 
structural context (see, e.g., Short's 1979 comments). Ironically, while 
the roots of early criminological thought were inextricably linked to 
structural and macrosocjolog~cal variables (e.g., Shaw and McKay), 
empirical studies of delinquency in the 1970s and 1980s have been overly 
individualistic (e.g., Wilson and Herrnstein, 1985). From a radical 
perspective this trend is disappointing, for it is axiomatic to radical 
theory that one cannot do justice to the study of crime without 
considering the structural context in which it is enmeshed (Lynch and 
Groves, 1985; Schwendinger and Schwendinger, 1985; Messerschmidt, 
1986). For this reason it seems useful to examine whatever links 
traditional and radical criminology might have concerning the macro- 
socioIogica1 sources of crime and delinquency. 

In  order to make clear the connections between traditional and 
radical criminology, we shall emphasize three criterion for comparing 
these "competing"paradigms. The first criterion is that social class plays 
an important role in the traditional lheory in question. Criterion 
number two is that, consistent with the basic thrust of Marx's 
materialism, the theory employs a social-struclurat model of crime 
causation, which is itself cast in a consistent macrosociological context.' 
And a third and final criterion is that the theory offers a materialistic 
interpret ation of the relationship between culture and social structure. 
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These three criteria are derived from conventional interpretations of 
Marxist theory. and our reasons for selecting these standards will be 
stated in subsequent discussion. 

Though our primary purpose is lo emphasize the contributions 
traditional theory might make 10 a radical explanation of crime, we 
readily acknowledge that radical theory can hardly be considered 
entirely consistent with the gamut of traditional thought. Thus we shall 
attempt to select and define issues as precisely as possible. As a general 
rule, the issues selected will range from those that [ I )  are fully 
compatible, or (2) are not compatible at present, but with certain 
emendations can prnvide fruitful possibjlities for future theoretical and 
empirical research. In the course of our discussion we hope to 
demonstrate that "many insightful contributions [to radical analysis] 
have already heen made by conventional criminology" (Colvin and 
Pauly, 1983, p. 523). 

The traditional theories to beexamined are cultural deviance, strain, 
and control theories, each of which has received considerable attention 
in the literature (Hirschi, 1969; Empey, 1982; Kornhauser, 1978). These 
theories are primarily concerned with lower-class criminality, and for 
this reason comparisons will be confined to common crimes or street 
crimes.=The theories will be examined in ascending order, from the last 
to the most ca rnpati ble, begnning with theories in the cultural deviance 
tradition. 

CllL TURA L DEJ'IANCE THEORY 

Of the three theories to be examined, cultural theory provides the 
poorest fit with radical expectations. True, social class (criterion 11 was 
an important explanatory variable for Sellin ( 1  938), Miller (1958), 
Wolfgang and Ferracuti (l967), and Banfield (1970). But class analysis 
is not necessarily Marxist analysis (A kers, 1980, p. 135), and the way 
socia[ class has been empIayed in  this tradition is virtually the opposite 
of the way i t is used by radicals. With respect to criterion 2, there are 
virtually no references from which a structural explanation of crime 
might be inferred. And finally, cultural theorists make little attempt to 
interpret cultural values as a response tostructural constraints (criterjon 
3). Let us review these objections, and then suggest an interpretation 
that would allow for a degree of compatibility between cultural deviance 
and radical theories. 
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We assume that the cultural position is well known, and offer only a 
skeletal summation of its central  heo ore tical premise. That premise is 
that persons commit crimes because they have internalized procriminal 
values, a theme evident in Miller's ( 1979, p. 166) claim that a "dominant 
component of the motivation to  'delinquent' behavior engaged in by 
lower c l a ~  corner groups involves a positive effort to achieve states, 
conditions, or qualities valued within the actors most significant 
cultural milieu."This same idea is given expression time and again in the 
works of cultural t heorisrs, and Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967, p. 385) 
even argue that the "overt use of force or violence. . . is generally viewed 
as a reflection of basic values that stand apart from the dominant, 
central, or parent culture." 

The specific values to which cultural theorists refer have k e n  
described in various ways, ranging from cultural emphases on toughness, 
trouble, and excitement (Miller, 1979), to subcultural preferences for 
immediate gratification and risk-taking (Banfield, 1970), to arguments 
that lower-class persons harbor impulsive, hedonistic, malicious, and 
negativistic value orientations (Cohen. 1955) . J  Though minor differences 
exist in describing the specific contents of lower-class culture, the 
general conclusion to be drawn from the cultural deviance position is 
that persons engage in criminal behavior because it is demanded by their 
culture; persons commit crimes because they have learned that it is the 
"correct' thing to do (Sutherland, 1947). 

But where dot hese "oppositiona1"or "invertedq'(Cohen, 1955) values 
come from? This is an important question, and Miller (1979, p. 167) 
answers it by claiming that "lower class culture is a distinctive tradition 
many centuries old with an integrity all its own." Banfield (I 970, p. 46) 
echoes this position when he argues that lower-class culture consists of 
"certain styles of life that are learned in childhood and passed on as a 
kind of collective heritage." Neither Banfield nor Miller provide 
evidence to support these assertions. It would seem that, for them, 
lower-class culture is something that floats through history and just 
happens to be adhered to by I hose at the bottom of the class hierarchy. 
But this forced and unsubstantiated account is offered a priori, and a 
more honest appraisal of the genesis of subcultural values is provided by 
Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967, p. 388), who frankly admit that they "are 
not prepared to assert how a subculture arises." 

This brings us to a problem shared by all cultural theorists, a problem 
that sets them off from the type of analysis preferred by radicals (at least 
those grounding themselves in a Marxist approach): Their analysis is 
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idealistic in the extreme. It is informed by a belief that persons are 
motivated by ideas (values, beliefs) rather than by structurally defined 
constraints imposed by (in Marxist terminology) the material conditions 
of life. In the following passage, Cloward and Ohlin ( 1960, p. 75) offer a 
critique of the cultural theory claim that crime is caused by historically 
generated delinquent values. The passage is consistent with radical 
expectations, and paves the way for a materialist interpretation of the 
relationship between culture and social structure: 

A t  some juncture the theorist must identify the social conditions from 
which these values develop as a solulion to the adjustment problems of 
everyday life. The historical continuity theory of lower-class values a~ a 
source of delinquent norms. . . ignores the extent to which lowerzlass and 
delinquent cultures today are predictable responses to conditions in our 
society rather than persisting patterns taken over from ioreign culrures, 

To get a betler idea of why cultural theory is idealistic. and how the 
structural emphasis implicit in Marx's materialism is capable of 
reformulating cultural theory in an acceptable way, let us review two 
daimscentral to astructuralinterpretation of Marx. The first is that "it 
is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, hut, on 
the contrary, their social existence determines their consciousness" 
(Marx, 1975c, p. 41 ); and the second is that "what individuals are . . . 
coincides with their production, both with what they produce and with 
how they produce" (Marx and Engels, 1976, p. 42). 

We are well aware that the materialism implied in this passage has its 
limifations.4 However, the general strategy i s  both crystal clear and 
totally at odds withcultural theory. In simple terms it states that the way 
people think and behave will be determined by their position in the class 
hierarchy, which Marx defined relative to one's relationship to the 
system of production. An "owner,"for example, is likely to have certain 
values and to adopt acertain lifestyle that are best explained in terms of 
the struclurally defined situation in which she or he exists, and vice versa 
for the "worker." 

Carrying this model over to the study of crime, a materialist would 
attempt to explain crime, and/ or the subcultural values that condone it, 
as responses to the actual life conditions that confront specified groups 
of people. But to do this is to reverse the causal strategy suggested by 
cultural theory. In contrast to a causal scheme that runs from ideas to 
behaviors, a structural or materialistic criminology begins with the 
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"material conditions of life" (Marx), these "conditions in our society" 
(Cloward and Ohlin), which taken together constitute the independent 
variable(s). "Ideas" are then interpreted in light of these material 
conditions, and, for this reason, values, ideas, and beliefs are demoted as 
causal candidates; they are now viewed as either dependent or inter- 
vening variables, and are defined as a response to specified material 
conditions and structural constraints. When discussing control theories 
we shall provide concrete examples of ways in which cultural values are 
derived from specific structural contexts, but for the moment let us 
point out something in favor of cultural theory: Unlike theories that 
assume "the existence of a common value system within the society or 
group whose norms are being violated" (Hirschi, 1969, p. 23), the 
cultural theorist does allow for some degree of variation in value 
orientations. This is consistent with the position taken by Taylor, 
Walton, and Young (1973, p. IOl ) ,  who argue that 

there is no good reason for assuming . . .. that men born into different 
social positions and in widely different relationships to  the structure of 
opportunity, will want or be able to internalize the dominant cultural 
goals. 

And so, unlike consensus theorists, Taylor, Walton, and Young (1973, 
p. 185) postulate a "cultural diversity," a "normative plurality" that 

runs the whole gamut from total acceptance of societal morality . . . 
through to  cases where deviants are in total opposition to conventional 
morality and are in large part motivated by their desire to destroy it.5 

But it is one thingto acknowledge value pluralism, and quite another 
to provide a structural explanation for it. As is always the case, cultural 
theorists tend to minimize or ignore altogether the relevance of 
structural factors that might account for the existence of value 
variations and of the subcultures to which they devote so much 
attention. 

In sum, cultural deviance theory departs from radical criminology in 
three ways. First, it defines social class subjectively rather than with 
reference to objective measures such as income, occupation, or how one 
relates to  the system of production.6 Second, the idealistic inclinations 
of cultural theory are incompatible with a structural approach to  crime 
causation. And third, cultural theory is "unable to link cultural features 
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to structural factors" (Takagi, 1982, p. 38). To bring cultural theory in 
line with radical expectations, the vaIues and behaviors of individuals 
must be interpreted within a materialistic context, as responses to 
structurally defined constraints. This is the strategy adopted by  tolvin 
and Pauly (1983, p. 5 14), who argue that "the relation of workplace 
control, which take various class related forms under capitalism, shape 
the consciousness and behavior of parents who repeatedly produce and 
reproduce control relationships with children," and it informs Korn- 
hauser's (1978, p. 7) observation that "social interaction is . . . more 
immediately controlled by the principles of exchange and coercion that 
inhere in social structure than it is by the consensual values supplied by 
culture." Let us turn, then, to a model that attempts to escape the 
idealistic snare in which cultural theories are caught by providing a 
structural explanation of criminality. 

S T R A I N  THEORY 

In the classic essay Social Structure and Anomie, Menon (1979) 
states that his primary purpose i s  to discover how "some social 
structures exert a definite pressure upon certain persons in the society to 
engage in non-conformist rather than conformist conduct." lnsofar as a 
materialist or structuralist criterion is concerned, this passage makes for 
an immediate affinity between strain and radical theories. And with 
respect to the social class criterion, it is widely acknowledged that strain 
theory has definite class implications. The third criterion (i.e., which 
concerns a materialist interpretation of the culture/social structure 
relationship)' is an issue best addressed in the control theory discussion 
that follows. Thus our goal in this section is to argueihat strain theoryis 
compatible with radical theory on two of the three dimensions specified 
earlier. 

In the preceding section we defined ntaterialism as a Marxist strategy 
for explaining ideas and behaviors within specific situational and social 
structural contexts. We also suggested that situations and structural 
contexts constitute what Marx  called the material conditions o f  life. 
When criminologists suggest that social structure has causal effects that 
are independent of culture, their arguments carry materialist overtones 
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that are consistent with generally accepted Marxist methodology 
(Kornhauser, 1978; Blau, 1977; Colvin and Pauly, 1983). Let us see how 
this structuralist strategy applies to the strain theory position on crime 
causation. 

According to Merton (1  979, p. 134), crime production comes in two 
parts, both of which are highlighted in the following passage: "Anti- 
social behavior is in a sense 'called forth'by certain conventional values 
and by the class structure involving differential access to approved 
opportunities."The first half of this passage suggests that "values" have 
something to do with crime causation, which, as noted in the previous 
section, seems inconsistent with a structural explanation of criminality. 
Kornhauser (1978, p. 146) has addressed this issue, and we shall return 
to it. For the moment let us isolate and examine the structural half oi 
this passage. 

It has been noted by several authors (Ellis, 1971; Etzioni, 1970; 
Kornhauser, 1978) that social control can be maintained in three ways: 
First, conformity is promoted when persons hold similar beliefs and 
values (the normative or cultural solution); second, conformity can be 
purchased by giving people access to  socially approved incentives and 
rewards (the exchange solution); and third, conformity can be main- 
tained by the use of force (the coercive solution). This last solution is 
undesirable, and is used primarily when other solutions fail. The 
normative solution is hard to come by in an age so frequently described 
as anornic, and the exchange solution was popuIarized by Durkheim 
(1964) in his Division of Lnbor. Summarizing a dense position, 
Durkheim argued that if society could promote a system of exchange 
perceived as equitable, if it could integrate mutual needs with functional 
interdependence. persons would develop "organic solidarity" even if 
they were no longer inlegrated "mechanically" by means of shared 
beliefs and values. A concise summation of Durkheim's position is 
provided by Kornhauser (1978. p. 45). who notes that "where culture is 
weak. the web of interdependency is sometimes dense." 

But sometimes it is not. and thestructuraidimension of strain theory 
holds that the distribution of rewards does not encourage conformity, 
that rewards (in the strain theory case, those associated with upward 
mobility) are "relatively rare and difficult for those handicapped by little 
formal education and few economic resources"(Merton, 1979, p. 134). 
Cloward and Ohlin (1 960, p. 1 19) embellish Merton's account when they 
note that crime is most likely to occur "in the social structure where 
rewards and opportunities are most scarce," and in a series of passages 
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that could have been written by a radical criminologist, Cloward and 
Ohlin (1960, p. 1 19) go on to suggest that (1) the social structure of 
"democratic society" (read: capitalism) is characterized by a limited and 
inequitably distributed supply of goods and services; (2) that  those who 
fail to receive their fair share of these goods and services, who live under 
"adverse circumstances" (p. 39), are more prone to engage in delinquent 
behavior; and (3) that these reward structures and the delinquency that 
they inspire are not an attribute of individuals but ate "a property of the 
social system in which these individuals are enmeshed" (p. 21 1). With 
these factors in mind, Cloward and Ohlin conclude that "the social 
setting . . . gives rise to delinquency" (p. 2 1 I), and so society gets the 
amount and type of crime that it deserves. 

The short story here is a simple and familiar one: Inequality is 
structurally induced and it causes crime (see, also, Blau and Blau, 1982; 
Michalowski, 1985). However, neither Merton nor Cloward and Ohlin 
adhere to this position without qualification, and both agree that we 
should not expect "a linear correlation between crime and poverty" 
(Menon, 1979, p. 138. fn. 19; Cloward and Dhlin, 1960, p. 105, fn. 35). 
By so qualifying the correlation between crime and poverty, strain 
theorists avoid charges of structural overdetermination. But this does 
not constitute a retreat from their general structural orientation. If the 
preceding discussion accuraiely summarizes the strain theory position, 
then both Merton and Cloward and Ohlin are in at least partial 
agreement with Blau's (1977, p. x) Marxist premise that "the structures 
of objective social positions among which people are distributed exert 
more fundamental influence on social life than d o  cultural values and 
norms." 

But structure alone is not enough for Merton and Cloward and 
0 hlin. Culture too plays a role in their theory, and we now review, f rst. 
the strain theory position on culture, followed by, second, an assessment 
of Kornhauser's claim that this cultural component of the theory 
undermines its structural foundations. 

Merton (1979, p. 135) highlights the cultural dimension of strain 
theory when he claims that "it is only when the full configuration is 
considered, poverty, limited opportunities [both structural factors] and 
a commonly shared system of success symbols that we zaa explain the 
higher association hetween poverty and crime in our sociely." These 
comnlonly shared success symbols constitute a cultural variable whose 
function is to provide "an aspirarional frame of reference" to which 
everyone presumably aspires. When persons are unable to realize their 
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culturally induced aspirations due to  blocked opportunities or "socially 
structured deprivations" (Cloward and Ohlin, 1960, p. 103) they are, as 
Cloward and Ohlin put it, likely to experience acute or intense pressures, 
discontent, and frustration (p. IOS), a sense of indignation and severe 
problems of adjustment (p. 108), a sense of alienation (p. 1 I I), feelings 
of unjust deprivation (p. 1 13), and a sense of injustice that undermines 
the legitimacy of the social order (p. 118). Merton draws much of the 
same picture when he claims that a discrepancy or contradiction8 
between culturally defined aspirations and structurally limited expec- 
tations gives rise to a state of unrelieved ambition, produces an 
"intolerable situation" of "frustration and thwarted aspiration" that 
combine to produce a "strain toward innovation" (pp. 134-1 35). Among 
the reactions to this strain are the following: exaggerated anxieties, 
hostilities, neuroses, antisocial behavior, fraud, corruption, vice, crime, 
in short, the entire catalogue of proscribed behaviors (pp. 132, 135). 

In many respects this model accords quite well with a radical 
perspective. It all seems to be there: poverty, limited opportunity, a 
contradiction between what capitalism says it can deliver and what it 
does deliver, and the psychological correlates of frustration, deprivation, 
alienation, and injustice. In addition to  these concerns, Merton argues 
that the "extreme emphasis on the accumuIation of wealth as a symbol 
of success"gives rise to an instrumental attitude, blunts social sensitivity, 
and militates against the effectiveness of social controls, all of which 
retard the efficiency of lawful and "institutionally regulated modes of 
acquiring a fortune" (Merkon, 1979, p. 132). Here is a society in which 
anything goes, in which the end justifies the means, in which an 
instrumental attitude prevails to such an extent that society becomes 
"tenuous and anomie ensues" (Merton, 1979, p. 13 1).9 

So much of this rings true, and yet for all this, Kornhauser (1978, p. 
146) argues that the strain theory emphasis on elevated aspirations is 
inconsistent with the Marxist or radical paradigm. The essence of her 
critique is that strain theory violates its own structural precepts because, 
of the two components of the theory (culture and social structure), it is 
culture that is responsible for elevated aspiration levels, strain, and 
hence the motivation to delinquency. Thus much Ike the cultural 
deviance model examined earlier, Kornhauser accuses strain theorists of 
explaining human motivation with reference to collectively shared ideas 
rather than the material conditions of life. On this reading, strain theory 
strays in the direction of cultural determinism and Parasonian over- 
socialization such that "the echoes of Marx's structural emphasis that 



we detect in Merton's paradigm are almost drowned out by the 
stentorian tones of culture." In the end, Kornhauser ( 1978, p. 146) 
argues, "the promise of strain theory, to restore theimportance of social 
structure, remains largely unredeemed." 

In our view, Kornhauser's critique is overstated. To defend the 
s~ructuralisrn implicit in strain theory, we shall argue for two interrelated 
theses: first, that strain theory is capable of accounting for the origin of 
pecuniary values by interpreting those values as culturally mandatory 
exptessions of market relationships under capitalism. And, second, that 
by interpreting culture within this broader materialistic context, strain 
theory is also able to sidestep the criticism that the motivation to 
delinquency is located exclusiveIy in the province of cultural norms and 
values. Let us take each issue in turn. 

The cultural god, which strain theorists see as providing an 
aspirational frame of reference, is pecuniary success, and their broader 
and well-taken point is that American culture has a strong commercial 
orientation. As such, culture encourages persons lo pursue "the good 
life," which in our society is defined primarily in terms of material 
possessions (M ichalows ki, 1985, pp. 40941 1). The key fopreserving the 
srructurulisr and materiaiisisl underpinnings ofstrain theury is to explain 
this commercial culrural orientation in Marx i~ t  terms by rracing 
peruniary motivrrtiom to the economic requirements of capiralism. This 
can be done by arguing that capitalism, if it is to function effectively, 
must produce and sell commodities, and that seliingcommodities on the 
required scale demands that considerable resources be spent on 
advertising so that consumers will be prepared for mass consumption 
(Ewen, 1977). In Marxist terms, Merton's consumer culture is part of 
capitalism's superstructure, and as such is a "reflex" of the economic 
requirements of capitalism. After all, it was Marx who claimed that "the 
ruling ideas are the ideas of the ruling class," and there is nothing 
"un-Marxist" about referring to ideas as providing an aspirational 
frame of reference-provided those ideas are traced to the socio- 
economic incentive structures from which they arise. 

Of course neither Merton nor Cloward and Ohlin explain the origins 
of culture in precisely these terms, but then they make no effort to  
explain the origin of consumer culture at all! Certainly nothing in their 
model precludes a Marxist interpretation. In addition, by placing 
consumer values within a broader materialistic context strain theory 
also avoids the idealism of cultural theorists, who explain crime with 
reference to values whose source is never convincingly specified. 
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Assuming that the strain theory notion of culture can be rescued by 
grounding it in a materialist interpretation, what of Kornhauser's 
related objection that strain theorists explain the motivation to 
delinquency with exclusive reference to collectively shared ideas rather 
than to structural context? Merton (1979, p. 134) himself belies this 
suggestion by arguing that crime is caused by conventional values "und 
by the class structure involving differential access to approved oppor- 
tunjties." Bernard (1984, p. 367) affirms Merton's structural emphasis 
when he concludes thal the "major strain theories are primarily 
structural theories, with the cultural elements reduced or eliminated." 
Thus one way to deal with Kornhauser's objection i s  to argue that it is 
one-sided and at least partially inaccurate. 

But an equally important qualification enters when we scrutinize the 
convenient analytical separation of culture and social structure. If the 
foregoing account means anything, it means that culture stands in a 
dia1ecticaI relationship to social structure such that culture and social 
structure are not two unrelated or "different" things. Thus to say that 
persons are motivated by pecuniary cultural values is not the Parsonian 
sin Kornhauser believes it to be, and because these values are part of the 
cultural/ structural matrix of capitalism, they cannot be dismissed as 
irrelevant factors in the production of crime. As one radical crimi- 
nologist (Michalowski, 1985, p. 409) points out, pecuniary values are 
part and parcel of capitalist ideology. and "these orientations signlfi- 
cantly increase the likelihood of crimes by both the powerful and the 
powerless." 

Social Class 

Social class is another important component of strain theory. I t  
enters with the recognition that discrepancies between aspirations and 
expectations widen as one descends in the class structure, and that 
consequently "the pressure to engage in deviant behavior will be greatest 
in the lower levels of society" (Cloward and Ohlin, 1960, p. 86).10 Having 
defended the structural emphasis or strain theory, what emendations 
can be offered that will bring the strain theory concept of' social class in 
line with radical expectations? 

Once again we confront an issue on which strain theorists are silent, 
for, as Colvin and Pauly (1983, p. 51 7) point out, neither Merton nor 
Cloward and Ohlin specify the structural sources of either social 
differentiation or the differential oppoflunity structures so important to 
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their theory. In fairness to strain theorists, their's is an attempt to 
explain crime, not the origin of social class. But if a case is to be made 
that strain theory is compatible with radical theory, we must go beyond 
the simple descriptive account of social class provided by Cloward and 
Ohlin and Merton. To do this the genesis of differential opportunity and 
class structures must be situated within an appropriate Marxist 
framework: specifically, as by-products of the capital-labor relationship, 
which is defined by the way one relates to  the system of production. 

We are not suggesting that had strain theorists addressed this issue. 
they would explain the origin of social class in Marxist terms. It is more 
likely that they would invoke an explanation drawing on Weber or 
Parsons. However, because strain theorists fail to specify a thwretical 
tradition that speaks to this issue, the interpretation is up for grabs. And 
because it is up for grabs, there is nothing to prevenc radicals from 
explaining social class in Marxist terms. Thus by tracing the origin of 
differential opportunity structures to a Marxist socioeconomic context, 
radicals can amend the strain theory position in a manner consistent 
with their own theoretical expectations and, by so doing, fill in what has 
until now been a "silent spot" in the strain theory position. 

Let us summarize our posit ion thus far. 
Cultural theories are important for their appreciation of cultural 

diversity. TO be sure, their emphasis on cultural pluralism is taken too 
far, and their notion that values compel behavior is idealistic in the 
extreme. However, this is not to say that attention to values is 
unimportant-far from it. It is to say that the way in which cultural 
theorists have handled the value question leaves much room for 
improvement. 

In  terms of radical/ traditional compatibility, strain theory constitutes 
a significant improvement over theories of cuItura1 deviance. First, by 
employing a notion of social structure, and by focusing on the 
etiological significance of structured inequalities and existential condi- 
tions, strain theory offers an explanation consistent with the materialist 
underpinnings of Marxist theory. And, second, by explaining the origin 
of differential opportunity structures (i.e., class structures) in Marxist 
terms, strain theory is qualified in a way that makes it compatible with 
the Marxist heritage of radical criminology. For these and other 
reasons, severaI theorists have argued that rejections of strain theory 
(e-g., Hirschi, 1969; Kornhauser, 1978) are premature, and have called 
for increased attention to strain-oriented research (Bernard, 1984). 
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CONTROL AND SOCIAL 
DIS0RC;ANIZATION THEORY 

In their Adolescent Subcul~ures and Delinquency, Schwendinger and 
Schwendinger (1985, p. xi) suggest that both control theories and 
theories of social disorganitat ion have contributed to the theoretical 
crisis in criminology. They explicitly reject both control and social 
disorganization theories as adequate explanations of crime." For 
reasons that will become clear in a moment, we agree that neither 
control nor social disorganization theory currently constitutes a "corn- 
plete" explanation of crime. However, macrosociological versions of 
control and social disorganization theories do an excellent job of 
explaining lowerclass criminality, and with certain theoretical adjust- 
ments these theories can be made fully compatible with radical 
expectations. Thus of the three traditional models considered in this 
article, we believe that control and social disorganization theories 
provide an even better fit with radical expectations than does strain 
theory. We now attempt to substantiate that position. 

In his seminal statement on control theory, Hirschi (1969, p. 16) 
argued that "delinquent acts result when an individual's bond to society 
is weak or broken,"and in her elaboration and defense of control theory 
Kornhauser ( 1  978, p. 45) reaffirms this theoretical position, arguing that 
"the strength of social bonds is the foundation of social control; its 
variation accounts for delinquency." 

But what constitutes a "bond?" What is required to establish this 
bond? And how are secure social bonds maintained? To answer these 
questions control theorists have in recent years relied on macro- 
sociological and structural orientations, and have also reaffirmed 
common-sense expectations concerning the relationship between social 
class and crirne.12 What follows is a condensed version of control 
theory's theoretical position, followed by a review of its slructural and 
social class orientations. This completed, we shall compare control and 
radical theories on the relationship between culture and social structure. 

In  abstract theoretical terms, control theorists argue that strong 
social bonds will form when there are adequate socia1 controls, defined 
by Kornhauser (1978, p. 24) as "aclual or potential rewards and 
punishments that accrue from conformity to or deviation from norms." 
On the positive side, this means that conformity must be purchased, 
must have some reward value for the individual. Rewards, however, are 
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not always plentiful, and when rewards are scarce persons can be made 
to  conform by threatening them with punishment. The logic of the 
theory also suggests that there is an inverse relationship between 
rewards and punishments in  terms of effectiveness, that is, as rewards 
decrease, greater and greater recourse to coercive measures is required 
to ensure conformity. 

Hirschi (1969. p.  20) calls this Benthamite element of the theory the 
"rational component in conformity," which begins with the very 
reasonable assumption that persons are likely to conform when they 
stand to gain by doing so. But there is a criminogenic side to this coin. 
for when conformity is no longer perceived as rewarding there are ( I )  
decreased "stakes in conformity," (2) an increase in the likelihood that 
persons will strike out on their own, and (3) an enhanced probability 
that  such persons will engage in delinquent or criminal behavior. 
Reduced to its simplest terms, control theory suggests that when society 
fails to reward its members it will be ineffecrive as a source of social 
control, or, in the neutral language of control theory, ~tlat "the 
differential vulnerability to delinquency is determined by variation in 
the strength of social bonds, the sum of which account for the net costs 
of delinquency" (Kornhauser, 1978, p. 24). 

The key to bridging radical and control theories concerns the 
variables that control theorists specify as accounting for the strength- 
ening (or weakening) of social bonds, and evidence that there is an 
affinity between these theories can be inferred from a series of control 
theory claims. For example, control theories that operate at a macro- 
s~ciological level suggest that weak controls stem from t he alienation of 
both individuals and groups from meaningful contact with social 
institutions, and that this alienation is conditioned by poverty, inequal- 
ity, and a number of other factors (e-g., heterogeneity, mobility, family 
disrupt ion) that disrupt social relationships in specified ecolopcal areas 
(Sampson, 1985, 1986). While this in itself is certainly compatible with 
radical criminologv, we shall have to expand the explanatory scope of 
control theory in order to bring it fuily in line with radicalexpecla~ions. 
and shall do so by interpreting its ecological emphasis within a wider 
political and economic context. 

We now review some of the concrete contributions of control theory. 
Though we shall refer to a number of theorists (e.g., Suttles, Shaw & 
McKay. Hirschi, Nye, Rainwater, Liebow), the discussion relics pri- 
marily on Kornhauser's (1978) Sucial Sources of Delinquency, which is 






































