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Abstract

This article examines the effects on national homicide rates of political efforts to
insulate personal well-being from market forces. Drawing upon recent work by Esping-
Andersen and the institutional-anomie theory of crime, we hypothesize that levels of
homicide will vary inversely with the “decommodification of labor.” We develop a
measure of decommodification based on levels and patterns of welfare expenditures
and include this measure in a multivariate, cross-national analysis of homicide rates.
The results support our hypothesis and lend credibility to the institutional-anomie
perspective. The degree of decommodification is negatively related to homicide rates,
net of controls for other characteristics of nations.

Interest in explaining differences among nations in rates of crime and violence
is as old as the sociology of crime itself. The quantitative measurement of these
differences by the nineteenth-century moral statisticians Quetelet and Guerry
marks the beginning of scientific criminological inquiry (Beirne 1993). Marx
also refers to national crime data in the course of developing his critique of
the inherent flaws of capitalism. “There must be something rotten in the very
core of a social system,” Marx (1859) writes, “which increases its wealth
without diminishing its misery, and increases in crimes even more rapidly
than in numbers” (New York Daily Tribune).

In recent decades, there has been a resurgence of interest in cross-national
criminological inquiry as reflected in a growing body of literature on the
structural determinants of homicide rates.! Although there are some
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discrepancies in this literature, the research is supportive of Marx’s general
suspicion that fundamental features of the economic system affect societal
levels of crime. A finding that has emerged with remarkable consistency is
that high rates of homicide tend to accompany high levels of inequality in the
distribution of income (Krahn, Hartnagel & Gartrell 1986; Neuman & Berger
1988). The cross-national research also indicates that there are additional
features of a society’s political economy, beyond that of income dispersion,
that are systematically related to homicide rates. For example, evidence
suggests that levels of homicide are associated with measures of the degree of
economic discrimination against social groups (Messner 1989) and measures
of the generosity of social welfare policies (Fiala & LaFree 1988; Gartner 1990,
1991). :

The present article explores further the relationship between basic features
of the economic and political systems of societies and levels of criminal
homicide. Our specific focus is on the role of the market as a mechanism for
distributing the material resources for personal well-being. Markets play a vital
role in all capitalist societies, but, in some of these, physical survival and social
position are not as dependent on market considerations as in others. Esping-
Andersen (1990) has recently used the concept of the “decommodification of
labor” to refer to policies that promote reliance on, or insulation from, pure
market forces, and he has developed techniques for measuring this concept for
a small sample of advanced capitalist nations. In this research, we build upon
Esping-Andersen’s work and propose a proxy measure of the
decommodification of labor that can be used in multivariate analyses for a
reasonably large sample of nations. We link the decommodification of labor
specifically with crime by drawing upon a recently proposed macrosocial
perspective in criminology: institutional-anomie theory. Our basic hypothesis
is that homicide rates and decommodification vary inversely: the higher the
level of political protection from the vicissitudes of the market, the lower the
national homicide rate. '

Decommodification and Crime in Market Society

Esping-Andersen’s work on decommodification is part of a long standing
intellectual and political tradition that emphasizes the importance of the
welfare state in stabilizing market societies (e.g., Bellah et al. 1992; Marshall
1950; Polanyi 1944; Tawney 1920). Decommodification refers in the most
general sense to the empowerment of the citizenry against the forces of the
market. Decommodified social policies permit actions and choices by citizens
— to get married, have children, seek higher education, engage in political
activity — that are, in principle, unconstrained by market considerations.
Decommodification frees people from the market.

There is some irony in this conception of the interrelation between the
market and the state. In the classical writings of Enlightenment thinkers such
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as Adam Smith and David Hume, markets are depicted as social arrangements
that liberate individuals from the restraints imposed by traditional institutions:
the “free market” is an arena for the unfettered pursuit of self-interest (see
Hirschman 1992). That the market itself impedes the exercise of free choice is
a key intellectual claim of Marxist and social-democratic critics of modern
capitalism. That citizens possess social rights and entitlements that transcend
market considerations is the principal institutional claim made on the modern
capitalist economy by the welfare state (Marshall 1950).

The basic issue of accommodating the market to the functioning of other
social institutions is also relevant to the concerns of modernization theorists.
In Parsons’s (1966) influential formulation, modernization entails the
increasing differentiation and interdependence of institutional subsystems.
The decommodification policies of the welfare state can be viewed from this
perspective as an equilibrating mechanism in highly differentiated societies.?
In general, the concept of decommodification has been highly useful in
attempts to understand the institutional functioning of modern market
societies.

In Esping-Andersen’s usage, decommodification refers to the granting of
services and rescurces to citizens as a matter of right, thereby reducing their
reliance on the market for sustenance and support (1990). It entails
“emancipation” of citizens from the market in the most fundamental sense:
“citizens can freely, and without potential loss of job, income, or general
welfare, opt out of work when they themselves consider it necessary” (23).
Decommodification involves considerably more than a society’s level of
expenditure on social welfare policies and programs. It reflects the quality as
well as the quantity of social rights and entitlements. Three essential
dimensions of entitlements are encompassed by decommodification: ease of
access to them, their income-replacement value, and the range of social statuses
and conditions they cover (Esping-Andersen 1990).

It is useful to think of a continuum of decommodified social policies along
which societies may be arrayed. Near one end would be societies with highly
decommodified policies, defined by nearly universal and nonconditional
entitlements, with benefit levels close to average market incomes?®, covering
most or all of the relevant causes and conditions for assistance (e.g., sickness,
old age, unemployment, parenthood). Societies located near the other end
would display correspondingly weaker decommodification, reflected in strict
eligibility criteria for assistance, benefit levels well below prevailing market
incomes, and a narrow range of statuses and conditions meriting assistance.
At the extremes, fully decommodified policies would pay everyone a “social
wage” guaranteeing a socially acceptable level of earnings regardless of
market participation, and fully “commodified” policies would require strict
and complete dependence on the market for the resources necessary for
survival. Although no existing society can be found at either of the ideal-typical
extremes of the continuum, market societies are enormously variable with
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respect to the level and types of social assistance available to their populations
and the associated degree of decommodification.

Esping-Andersen does not relate the notion of decommodification directly
to the phenomenon of crime. However, Messner and Rosenfeld’s institutional-
anomie perspective provides a plausible theoretical basis for predicting a
relationship between the levels of serious crime in market society and the extent
to which labor has been decommodified.

Institutional-anomie theory builds upon the classical anomie tradition,
attributing high levels of crime to interrelated cultural and structural dynamics
(Messner & Rosenfeld 1997; Rosenfeld & Messner 1994; cf. Chamlin & Cochran
1995). With respect to culture, a basic premise of the theory is that market
mechanisms and arrangements are conducive to anomic pressures. Markets
presuppose a materialistic goal-orientation among actors, and they promote
a calculating, utilitarian orientation towards social relationships (Hirschman
1992:139). When these orientations develop to an extreme degree, anomie in
the Mertonian sense is likely to ensue (Merton 1968). Goals — especially, but
not exclusively, materialistic ones — receive strong cultural support, whereas
the normative means regulating conduct begin to lose “their savor and their
force” (Merton 1964:226). In such an anomic environment, actors are
preoccupied with “outcomes” (Merton 1968:211), and the efficiency rather than
the legitimacy of the means governs behavior. The resulting attenuation of
normative controls is likely to lead to high levels of deviant behavior, including
crime.*

Institutional-anomie theory also assigns a critical role to structural
dynamics and, more specifically, to the balance among major social institutions
(e.g., the economy, the family, the polity). In all societies of any complexity, the
integration of social institutions is inherently problematic. This is because the
claims of the social roles associated with the respective institutions are
potentially contradictory and competing. For example, the demands and value-
orientations associated with economic roles are at times incompatible with
those of familial roles. The resolution of these conflicting claims in the course
of ongoing social interaction yields a distinctive pattern of institutional
relationships for the society at large — a distinctive “institutional balance of
power” (Messner & Rosenfeld 1997:68-79). _

According to institutional-anomie theory, the form of institutional structure
that is particularly conducive to high levels of crime is one in which the
economy dominates the institutional balance of power5 Economic dominance
occurs when: (1) economic goals are assigned high priority in comparison
with noneconomic goals; (2) the claims of economic roles are typically honored
at the expense of those of noneconomic roles when conflicts occur; (3) social
standing tends to be more highly dependent on the performance of economic
roles than of noneconomic roles; and (4) the calculating, utilitarian logic of
the marketplace penetrates other institutional realms.

Economic dominance leads, in turn, to high rates of crime via two
complementary processes. First, this type of institutional imbalance provides



