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Juvenile delinquency is understood as a latent outcome of the social
reproduction process of capitalism. A structural-Marxist under-
standing of contradictory social relations that contour life in modern
capitalism allows us to reinterpret and apply the insights from var-
ious criminological theories in building a new theoretical approach.
A review and a critique of the major theoretical perspectives in
criminology are provided, and a structural-Marxist perspective on
the larger social structural context is explicated. A new integrated
theory of delinquency, grounded in Marxian insights on the role of
productive relations in shaping other social relations, is developed
and supported with empirical evidence from research representing
a broad range of theoretical perspectives.

We attempt in this paper to present a comprehensive theoretical approach
to understanding the social production of serious patterned delinquent
behavior, defined as repeated engagement of a juvenile in the FBI’s Part
One Index crimes (Elliot and Ageton 1980). We review past theoretical
efforts in criminology in order to reinterpret and build on them in de-
veloping a structural-Marxist approach to delinquency. Our approach can
be considered ‘“structural-Marxist” insofar as its analytical starting point
is the objective structure of social relations grounded in the process of
material production under capitalism (Appelbaum 1979; Blackburn 1972;
Burris 1979; Gimenez 1982; Godelier 1972).

Our specific concern is with structures of control that solicit and compel
certain types of behavior from individuals and shape an ideological ori-
entation for the individual in relation to the agents and apparatuses of
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social control. We focus first on social control structures at workplaces
and then on those within families, schools, and peer groups. We see these
various structures of control as interconnected in a process of social re-
production, contoured by class and production relations of capitalism.

Our analysis borrows heavily from Etzioni’s (1970) compliance theory,
which postulates a relationship between the type of power employed for
control (normative, remunerative, or coercive) and the type of subordi-
nate’s ideological involvement in the compliance relationship (moral, cal-
culative, or alienative). Going beyond Etzioni, we may see that the type
of control structure in which an individual is immersed arises from: (1)
objective class relations, the structure of which defines the extant forms
of compliance as well as specific hierarchical positions in compliance
structures; and (2) the individual’s life-cycle encounters with these insti-
tutionalized, class-contoured compliance structures. As cumulative learn-
ing processes, these encounters produce both conventional and delinquent
behavior. The socialization process can be conceptualized as cumulative
experiences arising from such compliance encounters and producing dis-
tinct paths of individual socialization. The subjective experiences ac-
quired in these encounters of the individual with compliance structures
largely determine the individual’s orientation toward authority. Such an
ideological orientation can be considered an initial interpersonal “bond”
(Hirschi 1969) to specific authorities that, through patterning in repeated
compliarnce situations, is generalized to the social order.

From the point of view of the individual, encounters with compliance
structures and the formation of interpersonal bonds begin with the family
in parent-child relations. And, with the basic structure of the social order
assumed as given, this is where conventional criminology commences its
examination of delinquency. However, there is compelling evidence (e.g.,
Kohn 1977) that family compliance structures are class differentiated and
that parent-child relations are profoundly shaped by parents’ encounters
with workplace compliance structures.

The relations of workplace control, which take various class-related
forms under capitalism, shape the consciousness and behavior of parents
who repeatedly produce and reproduce control relations with children.
The specific nature of these early relations of control, which define the
socialization process, strongly influences the type of control structure the
child will encounter when entering school; differentiated control struc-
tures within schools have been designed for the various labor needs of
capitalist industry (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Carnoy and Levin 1976;
Noble 1977; Spring 1972).

But much socialization takes place beyond the reach of parents and
official agents of socialization. Just as “informal” group organizations of
workers emerge within bureaucratic industry, so do peer associations
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emerge in the encounters of juveniles with bureaucratic community and
educational institutions. Such peer groups develop control relations of
their own. The child does not arbitrarily enter a peer group but selects,
and is selected for entry, on the basis of previous socialization experiences.
Peer groups, through their various structures of control, can reinforce
either conventional or delinquent behavior.

The more coercive the control relations encountered in these various
socialization contexts tend to be, the more negative or alienated will be
the individual’s ideological bond and the more likely is the individual to
engage in serious, patterned delinquency. We agree with Etzioni that
coercive controls create an alienative orientation toward authority. They
create negative ideological bonds and open the individual to entry into
peer associations that reinforce patterned delinquent behavior (Elliot,
Ageton, and Canter 1979).

This entire process of delinquency production is comprehended as a
latent outcome of the reproduction of capitalist relations of production
and the class structure. We present a class-based theory in that class
differences in serious, patterned delinquency are predicted. We recognize
the controversy surrounding class-linked predictions of delinquent be-
havior (Braithwaite 1981; Tittle, Villemez, and Smith 1978). Many of the
problems of class-delinquency studies spring from an inadequate concep-
tualization of objective class categories and from techniques for the self-
reporting of delinquency that fail to tap significant differences in frequency
and seriousness of delinquent behavior. Recently, Marxist social scientists
have begun reconceptualizing the class structure (Edwards 1979; Wright
1978, 1979); these reconceptualizations will be incorporated into our ap-
proach. In addition, more sophisticated delinquency self-report tech-
niques, which tap differences in seriousness and frequency of delinquent
acts, are beginning to reestablish the association between class and de-
linquency, at least for more serious, patterned delinquent behavior (Elliot
and Ageton 1980).

Many of our theoretical insights are drawn from current criminological
theories. Before we can explicate further our structural-Marxist ap-
proach,? it is necessary to review critically the main theoretical currents
in criminology. After reviewing criminological theories, we will return to
a discussion of the structural-Marxist approach and attempt to support

2 In this paper we confine our discussion to the processes by which groups of individuals
come to manifest a specific range of behaviors that have been declared illegal. The processes
by which these behaviors are defined as illegal are beyond the scope of the present paper;
this important question has been dealt with by other researchers (Chambliss 1964, 1969;
Humphries and Greenberg 1981; Spitzer 1979). While we limit discussion in this paper to
patterned delinquent behavior, the structural-Marxist approach has obvious implications
for explaining other criminal behavior patterns, such as corporate and white-collar crime,
which require further development in future theoretical endeavors.
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it with empirical evidence from studies that use a variety of theoretical
approaches.

THEORETICAL CURRENTS IN CONTEMPORARY CRIMINOLOGY

The major theoretical currents in criminology today are learning theory,
strain theory, control theory, labeling theory, conflict theory, radical crim-
inology, and, most recently, integrated theory. Any theory must be judged
by its internal consistency and by its ability to explain a broad range of
empirical phenomena. The current theories provide a limited range of
explanation and insight on which we attempt to expand by means of our
approach.

Learning theory starts with the notion that criminal behavior, like any
other behavior, is learned. As formulated by Sutherland (1947), the theory
postulates that “one commits criminal acts because his accepted ‘defini-
tions’ of the law as something to violate are in ‘excess’ of his accepted
definitions of the law as something that can, must or should be obeyed”
(quoted in Akers 1977, p. 40). The definitions favorable or unfavorable
to criminal law violations result from “differential association” with sit-
uations in which these definitions are learned. It is not simply a matter
of quantitative association with situations that provide differing defini-
tions favorable or unfavorable to law violation. For, while frequency and
duration of associations are important, Sutherland also emphasizes the
priority and intensity of the associations, intensity being the emotional
attachment to actors in the learning situation. Also, it is not necessary
that the associations favorable to criminal law violation be with persons
who are actually engaged in criminal behavior; it is only necessary that
definitions, or normative evaluations, favorable to such behavior be pres-
ent for the individual to learn positive attitudes toward criminal law
violation. The law violator also must learn the techniques for committing
crimes; these will vary with the complexity of the criminal behavior
involved. Here association with individuals experienced in a particular
criminal behavior may be necessary. The learning of motives and tech-
niques takes place within intimate personal groups.

Sutherland developed the basic scheme for describing a process of
socialization toward delinquency. Sutherland’s theory has been thor-
oughly explicated by Cressey (in Sutherland and Cressey 1978) and has
been expanded on by Akers (1977) and Burgess and Akers (1966) with
conceptualizations from operant conditioning theory (Skinner 1953; Whaley
and Malott 1969). Learning theory is limited to the description of the
learning process and does not situate this process in a larger social struc-
tural context that would give it specific form and probabilities for patterns
of content. Akers (1977, p. 64) states that “social structure is an arrange-
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