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Abstract

This article revisits the concept of relative deprivation and asks whether it is still useful
for criminology. The article traces the way relative deprivation has been used in the past to
understand crime and how it has connections to other, more recent, additions to debates on
social justice. I argue that relative deprivation has disappeared even in the place that it had
become the key explanation for crime—Ileft realism. In so doing, I explore the resurrec-
tion of left realism in criminology—what I refer to as “post-millennial left realism”—first,
by those who were associated with it originally, and then with Hall and Winlow’s (2015,
2017) shift in emphasis to what they term “ultra-realism.” I maintain that relative depriva-
tion is still a powerful concept for bridging several related areas that should still be cen-
tral to the concerns of criminology—in part, because it is still a major concern in popular
social science and social psychology. Why has it disappeared in criminology? I present an
argument that suggests that the absence of certain research methods, such as ethnographic
and qualitative or small-scale survey methods, has impoverished our understanding of the
lived reality of people experiencing the social transformations of a networked, precarious
society. The massive polarization and disruption in politics and social discourse, as well
as the worldwide economic, public health, and social transformations (ranging from the
#MeToo and Black Lives Matter protests to the COVID-19 global pandemic) have demon-
strated the continued relevance and analytical power that relative deprivation, in its elabo-
rated form, brings to questions of crime and justice.

Introduction

One of the fullest accounts of the concept of relative deprivation was found in the work
of W. G. Runciman in 1966. Since then, the concept of relative deprivation—the idea that
people may feel deprived on any dimension in comparison to others in society—has seen
its status as a theory that might explain crime rise and fall. Criminologists that collected
under the moniker of “left realism™ originally identified relative deprivation as a central
cause of crime. Relative deprivation has been largely absent from criminology for many
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years, however, despite the re-emergence of realist criminology in various forms. This arti-
cle represents a sequel, of sorts, to an article I wrote several years ago (Webber 2007a).

The reason for re-visiting the concept now is that the original arguments for its re-eval-
uation are still relevant in a world that has changed dramatically since my earlier work
(see, e.g., Webber and Yip 2018 for an application of the concept to “hacktivism”). I argue
that the analytical worth inherent in the concept is more pertinent now than ever before.
Indeed, in 2008, just after writing the first article, the world economy crashed and ush-
ered in a politics of austerity. Since then, radical changes in employment have created the
“gig economy” (independent contractors paid by the project or task), zero-hour contracts
(which allow employers to offer work in a piece-meal way, and that the worker can refuse
to work if they' do not need to) and automation through artificial intelligence (AI), robotics
and drones. “Big data” has appeared with all the zeal that surrounded previous positivistic
accounts of human nature. The difference is that these data have become monetized by the
colossal power of the big technology companies. Social media, navigation services, search
engines, smart phones and speakers, and doorbells with cameras linked to the web produce
real-time pictures of anyone using them. Despite the commodification of our data by tech-
nology companies, there has also been one of the biggest shifts in the power of the public
to target the wealthy and powerful, energized by the influence and reach of social media—
and evidenced by the #MeToo and Black Lives Matter movements (Webber and Yip 2018).
In this, we have seen the way that protest oscillates between the online and the offline, from
the digital realm to the embodied and vulnerable locations of the street, social spaces and
homes. We have moved with dizzying speed from the first Black President of the United
States (US), Barack Obama, to Donald J. Trump, who used the military to disperse crowds
peacefully protesting the extra-judicial killing of a Black man, George Floyd, in Minne-
apolis in May 2020. Throughout 2020 and into 2021, COVID-19 has caused millions of
deaths, a worldwide economic crash and the need for collective sacrifice on a global scale.
This has resulted in a struggle to create a narrative from all the competing threads of a
story. The rise of “fake news” and propaganda of phenomenal reach has fought against
what the early web pioneers thought would be the spread of democracy from the ground up
(Wu 2010). Throughout all of this, we have witnessed the epoch-shattering creation, dis-
semination and deeply embedded network of computers into the World Wide Web. Against
this backdrop, I argue that relative deprivation is a key explanatory variable.

Consider that in a critical review of David Garland’s Culture of Control (2001), one of
the pioneers of left realism, Jock Young, argued against Garland’s contention that crimi-
nology was moving away from theories of relative deprivation and toward greater reliance
on control theories. Young maintained that the evidence pointed to a different shift—one
toward theories of relative deprivation as the motivating cause of crime in criminological
research and public explanations of crime in surveys (Young 2003b). While Young may
have been right then—at the end of the 1990s and early 2000s—it is not the case now,
although outside of criminology, in political theory, psychology and social policy, the con-
cept of relative deprivation is still employed and it is still being developed. This article
reflects on the absence of relative deprivation in criminological scholarship and makes
some tentative suggestions and justifications for its recovery.

2 <,

! In the interests of gender neutrality, I have elected to use “they,” “their,” and “themselves” rather than
“he” or “she” (or “he/she”), “his” or “her” (or “his/her”’), and “himself” or “herself” (or “himself/herself”)
in this article.
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Briefly, relative deprivation can be defined as the excess of expectations over the oppor-
tunities for attaining them (Webber 2007a). This article will trace the use and neglect of
relative deprivation through left realism, which I will split into a pre- and post-millennial
tradition. From here, I move to the new ultra-realism, the precariat debate, and social psy-
chology. Such an exploration requires breadth at the expense of depth. I argue that research
into relative deprivation and social justice should be central to criminology—and essential
to a critical criminology with aims to alter not just the harms of crime, but the harms that
lead to crime. More than that, one of the main lessons that needs to be learned by the
recent political events that are often presented as shocks, from the Arab Spring, the climate
crisis, to Brexit, Trump, #MeToo, Black Lives Matter and COVID-19, is that there is a
need for a return to a subjective epistemology. Big data and algorithms based upon it, elec-
tion polling, and social scientific research have all been complicit in producing positivistic
accounts that flatter to convince, and are then embarrassed by the speed of their reversal
(see, e.g., Young 2011). This is just as true for criminology as any other discipline. Rela-
tive deprivation occurs when there is a negative mismatch or contradiction between empiri-
cal “reality” and “real” life. Consequently, this article concludes by showing that relative
deprivation, with its dual focus on the interaction between the subjective and the objective,
is a necessary analytical device for interrogating the how and the why of these “shocks.”
I argue that relative deprivation is a crucial analytical tool to help in the understanding of
how the world is rendered objectively, through statistics, election polling and data trails. I
then scrutinize these analyses using a qualitative or ethnographic imagination. By doing
so, we can ask fundamental questions about the relationships between objective, empirical
accounts of the world, and the lived reality of those who experience the world as it is.

W. G. Runciman’s Relative Deprivation: The Missing Link
between Merton and Pre-Millennial Left Realism

Relative deprivation was a concept central to the left realist tradition of criminology
(Lea and Young 1993/1984). It was, and still is, founded on the idea that anyone can feel
deprived of something irrespective of the person’s place in the social hierarchy. Therefore,
relative deprivation extends further than the idea of absolute deprivation, which posits that
only those at the bottom of the social structure suffer the most. In left realist criminol-
ogy, relative economic deprivation represented the central cause of crime because it could
explain crime committed by anyone—rich or poor. Moreover, relative deprivation could
account for any crime, from theft to violence.

Relative deprivation owes much to Robert K. Merton’s ideas about social structure and
anomie in the US in the mid-1930s, and the subsequent form those ideas took in strain the-
ory (Merton 1938; see also Agnew 1992, 1999, 2006; Agnew et al. 1996; Lea 1992; Mess-
ner and Rosenfeld 2012; Young 1992, 2003a). To risk simplifying an often-misunderstood
theory, I would stress that Merton argued that the main goals in society are success, wealth
and a conventional family unit—the so-called “American Dream.” These goals were not
available to everyone equally, however. Some individuals and groups felt strain by being
denied access to the legitimate routes to achieve material success, such as poor education,
poor health and a lack of adequate housing.

Merton had two doctoral students who extended his original work. Albert Cohen
(1955) focused on non-acquisitive behavior, such as vandalism, in order to show how
strain can result in crime that does not have material value. Using the Freudian notion of
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reaction-formation, Cohen showed how young boys symbolically attacked that which they
desired. Merton’s other student, Richard Cloward, who with Lloyd Ohlin, took Merton’s
original ideas about strain and added an element of opportunity (see Cloward and Ohlin
1960). Not everyone knew the right people or had the right skills to be able to engage in
all sorts of crime. Many young people were, therefore, alienated from both the legitimate
opportunity structure and the illegitimate opportunity structure. Put simply, not everyone
knew how to transform the loot from a burglary into money; only some could steal a car, to
offer another example.

Nevertheless, further theoretical elaboration of relative deprivation did not take place
within left realism, where the concept served more as a descriptive device to explain the
“aetiological crisis.” This was a term that Jock Young used to describe how crime rates
increased as affluence decreased and vice versa, allowing Young to argue that the “poverty
causes crime thesis” was fundamentally flawed. As such, despite the left realists arguing
that the theory could explain all types of crime, its earliest application tended to be lim-
ited to volume crime (the majority of all crimes and so those with the greatest impact on
victims, e.g., assault, burglary, theft, vandalism) that affected the poor and working class.
Central to relative deprivation is the idea of subjectivity—that people often make judg-
ments that are contradictory to their own best interests and that rationality is bounded by
error (van Hardeveld et al. 2017). Relative deprivation serves as an empirically grounded
critique of rational choice theory (Clarke and Cornish 1985; Kahneman and Tversky 1979),
and this is the narrative that runs throughout this review of the concept. As noted above,
relative deprivation, as conceptualized by the left realists, derives from Merton’s notion of
anomie, but it has been more fully and explicitly outlined in The American Soldier (1949)
by Stouffer and colleagues and subsequently in Why Men Rebel (1970) by T.R. Gurr. Its
most complete elaboration appears in Relative Deprivation and Social Justice (1966) by
Runciman. Runciman’s account of the theory is the one that has had more influence on
later research, especially in the field of social psychology.

One of the most significant aspects of relative deprivation theory is the way it can
supersede the polarized debate between the left and right on the political and academic
spectrum. This debate about the link between the cause of crime and social class followed
two distinct and diametrically opposed paths. Marxist and other leftist social scientists
emphasized poverty as a motivation for crime and the agents of capitalism as responsible
for criminalizing the (activities of the) poor, at the same time that those agents ignored or
legitimized crime and deviance committed by the powerful (Hall et al. 2013/1978; Taylor
et al. 1973; see also Currie 2019). Those on the right, on the other hand, focused on indi-
vidual-level factors, such as the person’s volition or biological and psychological impair-
ments, rather than on the social structure of capitalist societies (Herrnstein and Murray
1994; Wilson 1983). The representation of class in both of these debates was, and contin-
ues to be, primarily one of involving the imposition of pre-existing definitions and metrics.
Effectively, those defined as the poor, powerless, precariat or working class tend to have
this status imposed on them by politicians, journalists and criminologists (among others).
Moreover, rarely did these early accounts take into consideration the different experiences
of, for example, women or ethnic minorities. In addition, politics tends to be “done to
them” in that the poor are either de facto or de jure disenfranchised. Runciman’s approach
differed, however, in so far as it focused on self-defined class position, meaning that com-
parisons could be made between individual’s class position with which they self-identi-
fied and that which would be imposed when reference was made to economic indicators
and occupations, such as in a census. Runciman’s method enabled actors to subjectively
place themselves within a stratified hierarchy—arguably a more accurate reflection of how
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people perceive themselves. This aspect of the concept of relative deprivation, when it was
used in left realism, allowed for the perspective to become a political project of reform.
Using local victim surveys (in contrast to the state-originated national crime surveys, such
as the British Crime Survey or National Crime Victimization Survey in the US), left real-
ists were able to show that the media and political narratives of crime in inner-city housing
estates did not match the perception of those that lived there (Jones et al. 1986). The pic-
ture painted by these official and media accounts was of communities riven by crime and
unwilling to help the authorities to rectify the problem. The local victim surveys showed
this to be falsely constructed (see also MacLeod (1995/1987) and Nightingale (1995) for
ethnographic accounts that provide similar accounts in the US at the same time). Commu-
nities wanted help, but the solution was a multi-faceted intervention involving democratic
policing that reflected the needs of the communities and investment in housing, jobs and
training. The absence of these basic services and amenities were merely aspirations for
these communities. But these sorts of social investment were expectations in other commu-
nities. This was the root of the sense of relative deprivation and was, for the pre-millennial
left realists, the root cause of crime.

Although Runciman’s work is largely missing in all forms of left realism, despite rela-
tive deprivation appearing throughout the pre-millennial form of left realism (Webber
2007a), we can see his influence in the arguments expressed above. For example, Runci-
man (1966: 3-4) set out to answer two related questions: “what is the relation between
institutionalised inequalities and the awareness or resentment of them?” and “which, if any,
of these inequalities ought to be perceived and resented—whether they are or not—by the
standards of social justice?” Runciman was concerned with identifying the circumstances
that led to feelings of resentment and highlighted three main sources of relative depriva-
tion: class position, education and power. Frustration within one category does not neces-
sarily mean frustration in the other two categories, which is different from Merton’s (1938)
opportunity theory. For Merton, the American Dream was the key source of frustration.
Runciman (1966: 10-11), however, argued that “[r]elative deprivation should always be
understood to mean a sense of deprivation; a person who is ‘relatively deprived’ need not
be ‘objectively’ deprived in the more usual sense that he is demonstrably lacking some-
thing” (emphasis in original).

The first aspect of Runciman’s perspective that needs to be addressed is the distinction
between relative and absolute deprivation. To be “relatively deprived,” a person need not
be suffering deprivations that are harmful to that person’s existence, as is the case in many
definitions of absolute deprivation. Thus, relative deprivation applies to those who are poor
and those who are rich and everyone in between. For example, Person A earning the aver-
age income for their country might compare themselves to Person B earning the same sal-
ary but feel deprived because Person B seems better able to invest money in a house that
appreciates in value more than does Person A’s home. In other words, Person A has cloth-
ing, food, shelter and a stable job, but still feels relatively deprived when compared to Per-
son B. But, crucially, this is only relative deprivation if a third party would deem this dis-
parity as unfair, rather than as envy. As noted below, it has to be value-neutral. The sense
of deprivation must be “earned” as a result of a failure of social justice. In this example, the
feeling of deprivation would constitute relative deprivation if it could be established that
certain areas had seen their house prices inflated unfairly through differential investment in
the local economy.

The comparison to someone similarly situated is important because the theory
predicts that we compare ourselves only rarely to others who are far removed from
our socioeconomic position. For example, a homeless person tends not to compare
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themselves to a billionaire fund manager and feel deprived, but might compare them-
selves to another homeless person who has recently secured a rental property. Person
A’s feelings or the first homeless person’s sentiments are subjective; they do not require
accurate data for comparisons to occur. As I will argue, however, the technologically
interconnected world has rendered the difference between groups less stark on some
consumer variables, as evidenced by, for example, the ubiquity of televisions, cars or
even smart phones. At the same time, though, this technologically interconnected world
has widened political divides and broadened the chasms between political ideologies
(such as ardent supporters of Donald J. Trump and Never-Trumpers or Brexiters ver-
sus Remainers). Indeed, I contend, creating relatively deprived in-groups who compare
themselves unfavorably to out-groups is the driving force of politics and consumerism
in the post-millennial world. The power to manipulate subjective measures of compa-
rability for political and commercial gain, through “fake news,” “deep fakes” (digitally
manipulating video using computer-generated images so that a person is made to look
as if saying or doing something that they were not) and data-fed advertising, where
companies harvest your personal data to personalize their marketing and messages, has
increased exponentially as the internet has become embedded and ubiquitous (see gen-
erally Brisman 2018).

The second main element of Runciman’s approach is the idea that we measure our-
selves against other comparative reference points, as in the example of the homeless
individual above. This can occur at the individual level, so that one person compares
themselves to another person and evaluates and subsequently determines themselves to
be deprived in one or more dimensions, such as happiness, health or wealth. Runciman
refers to this as egoistic relative deprivation. For Runciman, fraternalistic relative dep-
rivation, in contrast, occurs when someone identifies with a particular group and feels
relatively deprived as a member of that group in comparison to another group (for a dis-
cussion, see Taylor 2002). The fundamental question for Runciman is when do we make
comparisons? Because relative deprivation is a subjective, rather than objective, sense
of deprivation, one of the compelling aspects of the underlying comparative reference
group theory is identifying those who do not feel deprived, but possibly should, and
those who we might not expect to feel deprived, but do.

Runciman recognized that these questions served little purpose unless they could pro-
vide the driving force for a positive social policy outcome. To offer a mechanism for doing
so, Runciman considered Rawls’ (1958) notion of “justice as fairness.” It is in this aspect of
the concept that the subjective side of relative deprivation meets a more objective element
where a sense of deprivation should be value-free. An observer should determine if a prac-
tice is fair even if they would be the loser rather than the gainer from the outcome.

An example would be a fair taxation system where everyone would pay their share even
if that share was a higher proportion of their income than a poorer tax payer because they
had accrued a relatively larger proportion of disposable income and were able to afford all
basic needs even after paying the tax. An outsider should view the financial deprivation as
fairly experienced and would come to the same conclusion without knowing whether or not
they would have to pay more themselves. If it is determined that the tax system is unfair
and the rich get away with paying a smaller amount of their incomes on tax, then an argu-
ment can be made to change the situation to reduce the unfair deprivation.

Of course, the key problem, here, is that there is an inherent liberal fantasy that suggests
that people in advanced democracies sit and discuss fairness in the manner Rawls suggests.
But that is precisely why it is such a useful idea when applied to criminological issues of
what might be a factor in the tendency toward crime. Social justice is not fair; some groups
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do become marginalized from the fruits of an economy, the fairness of justice, and the sta-
bility of a job. The following parts look at the reinvigoration of realism in criminology to
see if relative deprivation is still employed.

Post-Millennial Left Realism: Relative Deprivation Retreats
into the Shadows

Except for a few sporadic publications (e.g., DeKeseredy 2003; DeKeseredy et al. 2006),
left realism all but disappeared into the shadows of textbooks and lecture theaters for crim-
inology students in the late 1990s and early 2000s. One of the key pre-millennial left real-
ists, the late-Roger Matthews, returned to relative deprivation briefly in his book, Doing
Time: An Introduction to the Sociology of Punishment (2009b), and the discussion reflected
a left realist form of argument. Since 2010, there has been a revival of a version of left real-
ism. In a special edition of the journal Crime, Law and Social Change in 2010, the guest
editors, Martin D. Schwartz and Walter S. DeKeseredy, argued that left realism was inter-
ested in the “here and now” because that is when the poor and disadvantaged are harmed.
Somewhat surprisingly, of the eight articles comprising this special issue, only three
referred to relative deprivation (Dragiewicz 2010; Gibbs 2010; Schwartz and DeKeseredy
2010). Moreover, John Lea, a key contributor to left realism, avoided mentioning relative
deprivation in his more recent work (e.g., 2002, 2010, 2016). Indeed, none of these discus-
sions used the idea of relative deprivation in anything more than a brief description of the
earlier 1980s and 1990s version of left realism as it derived from Merton, American sub-
cultural theory and strain theory (see also Currie 2010; DeKeseredy and Schwartz 2013;
Jacobson and Chancer 2010).

In 2016, another special issue on left realism was published. As before, the similarity of
post-millennial left realism to the pre-millennial version of left realism was partial, at best,
and with only passing reference to relative deprivation (see, e.g., DeKeseredy 2016; Don-
nermeyer 2016; Hogg 2016; Renzetti 2016). The momentum to reinvigorate left realism
continued in 2016 with the publication of an edited volume by Roger Matthews (2016b).
These books and special issues of journals were missing some of the key analytical devices
of pre-millennial left realism, and notably relative deprivation was almost entirely missing
(see also Matthews 2010, 2014a, b).

Shifting Further from Left Realism: Criminology’s Failure to Predict and Explain
the Crime Drop

In another 2016 publication, Matthews (2016a) discussed the global drop in crime rates
and dismissed the pre-millennial left realist position on deprivation and strain theory.
Prior to Matthews’ (2016a, b) work, Farrell (2013) had outlined the key factors that
had been put forward to explain the crime drop—from better security of devices and
cheaper consumer durables to a rise in jobs and affluence to lead-free petrol and paint.
Missing from the list of Farrell’s hypotheses, however, is anything remotely approach-
ing a theory of the political economy of crime consistent with the previous approach
of left realism, which had proposed relative economic deprivation as a cause of crime
argument (see, e.g., Lea and Young 1993/1984; Young 1992). Like Farrell, Matthews
(2016a; see also 2009a) also rejected deprivation as one of the principle causes posited
for the rise in crime in left realism even as he revisited and attempted to reinvigorate the
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perspective. Indeed, what is peculiar is that as we see a rise in explanations that sug-
gest a primary causal role for the political economy in various social transformations,
from the gig economy to social relations unfolding on social media (Halford and Savage
2017; Piketty 2014; Putnam 2000; Standing 2011), so it might be expected that we see
the same political economy arguments, including relative deprivation, reappearing to
explain the crime drop in the reappearance of left realism. But this is not the case. As
Matthews (2016a: 8) contends,

Standard liberal theories that attempt to explain the crime drop in terms of poverty,
deprivation, unemployment or economic fluctuations have proved inadequate. One
of the significant features of the crime drop is that it appears to transcend economic
changes including changes in the level of unemployment. Standard versions of strain
theory appear less than helpful in this respect and, despite the increasing gap between
rich and poor in many advanced countries, recorded crime has decreased.

DeKeseredy (2016) maintains that maybe a return to the type of small-scale victim sur-
veys that were the methodological driving force of early left realism might show the crime
drop to be overly exaggerated (see also Jones et al. 1986; Winlow and Hall 2019). One
might add other more ethnographic forms of research that might highlight the types of
harm that more formal methods render opaque. Indeed, one could put forth a hypothesis
that suggests that crime has dropped—at least, crime as counted through formal research
methods of surveys and criminal justice statistics. But the harms caused by structural rela-
tive deprivation (e.g., widening disparity between rich and poor, precarious work futures,
intersectional inequality) has manifested in the popular, and unpredicted, protests of the
Arab Spring, #MeToo, Black Lives Matter, and the myriad democratic outcomes that
bucked the predictions of psephologists and political commentators (e.g., Brexit and the
election of Donald J. Trump). Relative deprivation does not always lead to crime.

Because the key concepts that once made up left realism are only partially relevant in
the current form of left realism, what makes the recent work warrant the name, “left real-
ism,” and does it matter? What if relative deprivation has not made the transition into the
more recent forms of left realist thinking? Relative deprivation was always a thinly elabo-
rated concept, as Matthews himself maintained (2016b). Relative deprivation also tended to
be associated more with the work of Jock Young (1999, 2007, 2011) than any of the other
academics involved in left realism. Citing Young’s The Exclusive Society, Hayward (2004)
notes that the gaze of relative deprivation used to be to look to those who were better off,
rather than the current position of looking down or across to those who are worse off but
undeserving—the welfare scrounger or immigrant, as described by Young. The idea that
relative deprivation was mainly about a “gaze upward” (Young 1999: 9; see also Sozzo and
Fonseca 2016) ignores the very dynamic approach taken by Runciman and those, mainly
social psychological accounts, that expanded Runciman’s work to show the multitude of
different directions that the “gaze” might take, and at different levels of abstraction, be that
a person, or group, or nation. So, to answer the question above—what if relative depriva-
tion has not made the transition into the more recent forms of left realist thinking?—one
might respond that relative deprivation was never used in pre-millennial left realism to the
fullest of its analytical possibilities, and the fact that it is far less prominent in the post-mil-
lennial version might not matter at all if the questions to which relative deprivation might
be employed to help find the answer were not still, or even more, relevant now. I will argue,
however, that relative deprivation in its more developed form, as employed in political sci-
ence and social psychology, is able to provide insight into how consumerism has become
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a key focus of work on the links between crime and culture that came after pre-millennial
left realism.

Crime, Consumerism and the Absence of Relative Deprivation
in the New Ultra-Realism

Where earlier forms of left criminology tended to ignore or diminish the seriousness of
crimes of the powerless (Currie 2019), the new ultra-realists (e.g., Hall et al. 2008; Ray-
men 2017; Treadwell 2013; Treadwell et al. 2013; Winlow 2014; Winlow and Hall 2016,
2019; Winlow et al. 2015) do not just accept that crime is a devastating blight on poor and
powerless communities. Instead, they contend that we should widen our vision to many
more forms of harm than are typically considered by criminology. In this, there is some
overlap with left realism, where crime is a real and present problem, not a social construc-
tion to be ignored. This, however, is where ultra-realism’s overlap with left realism begins
to falter. Hall and Winlow (2015: 62) take an unappreciative view of left realists and the
original use of relative deprivation, claiming they were, “little more than ‘edgy adminis-
trators’, with a left-pragmatic approach that flattered to deceive, rather than critical real-
ists determined to identify and grapple intellectually with capitalism’s structural forces and
processes and their very real consequences.”

Ultra-realists argue that humans do not have an innate sense of justice—or an inbuilt
universal sense of right or wrong—that relative deprivation can “work on,” thus rendering
the theory invalid (Hall et al. 2008). If humans do not have a naturally occurring level of
justice, then it cannot be impacted by being asked to consider if something is fair along the
lines suggested by Rawls. Ultra-realists maintain that traditional, pre-millennial left realist
criminology did not question the pursuit of status and power that comes from the acquisi-
tion of consumer durables, property and wealth (see also Agnew 2006). Ultra-realists con-
tend, then, that left realism, both pre- and post-millennium, regard the American Dream
as a natural and normal economic goal. Illegal deviations from the route to the goal can be
held in check by social control mechanisms. In contrast, Hall and Winlow (2015), draw-
ing on the work of Zizek (2005, 2014), assert that humans are not narcissistic nihilists
chasing consumerism through some natural inclination to this condition. Instead, capital-
ism has created the urge to satisfy demands for consumption of products and services. The
less well-off and powerless do not replace a consumerist value system for a resistant and
confrontational system due to relative deprivation; instead, they embrace the consumer-
ist system from which they are, in reality, excluded (Winlow and Hall 2013). The fix for
this current predicament is to change the belief system so that competitive consumerism is
replaced with another belief system.

Ultra-realism stands in contrast to early forms of radical criminology that preceded
left realism and that was epitomized by The New Criminology (Taylor et al. 1973) and
Resistance Through Ritual (Hall and Jefferson 1976). Ultra-realists do this by noting that
the poor, powerless and working class embrace consumerism and that there is lack of
resistance to oppression. The poor and powerless would be hyper-consumers if they had
the wealth to afford their desires. We see this in the conspicuous wealth being paraded
in music videos, song lyrics, and the type of clothing that is purchased when funds allow
(Winlow 2013). In Hall and Winlow’s view (2015), the harm of consumerism results in
social inequality.
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For example, the desire for cheap transportation inspires companies like Uber. Their
business model is based on the ability to pay drivers different rates at different times of
day—and sometimes not at all. Uber is a prime example of the precarious gig economy.
This results in social inequality, but one that is seemingly chosen by the Uber driver. This
is not an example of a top-down, capitalist exploitation of the poor and powerless, which
was the subject of earlier Marxist-inspired forms of critical criminology. Rather, this is a
model of complicit exploitation built into a business model that is presented as one that
benefits everyone, especially those who need a few short hours’ work a week. Winlow and
Hall (2013) contend that class identity has become subsumed by the quest for subjective
identity—the individual search for self-actualization. In other words, Winlow and Hall
(2013) maintain, class identification no longer drives politics; we are drawn to the surface
level of representation, where identity becomes individualized at the expense of the col-
lective. “The narrative of nation” replaces this lost collective class identity, and promotes
neoliberal policies of small regulation—or “austerity” to use its more familiar label—as
the patriotic way forward (Winlow and Hall 2013: 16).

Certainly, class, as it was once understood, might be less important now. But the forms
of collective identity now are just as real and demonstrably influential as a fulcrum for
social change. For example, the varied forms of collective protest, such as the Black Lives
Matter protests against police brutality and racially motivated violence in the US in 2020
toward BAME (“Black and Minority Ethnic”) citizens, ignited both social media on the
web and passions in the streets of cities around the world. The power of the web to publi-
cize abuse of power—and then to act as the means to galvanize a collective, group response
through fostering shared symbols of in-group solidarity, coupled with the frictionless com-
munication afforded by networked-mobile devices—provided the means for the expression
of collective anger and frustration. This is relative deprivation, supercharged by the web
and resulting in mass civil protest in major cities around the world. For the pre-millennial
left realists, relative deprivation caused crime. In the post-millennial world, relative depri-
vation has returned to being the more analytically powerful tool that can help explain not
just crime, but also mass civil protest (Gurr 1970; Runciman 1966).

So, within the new ultra-realist reading of social economy and politics, what is the rela-
tionship to crime? The key question that ultra-realists try to emphasize is: “why do some
individuals and groups risk harm to others as they pursue their instrumental and expressive
interests?” (Hall and Winlow 2017: 401). In answering this question, they seek to distance
themselves from social constructionism—the sociological position that suggests that every
social institution is produced socially and is not a natural state of affairs (for example, capi-
talism is created, rather than preordained). Similarly, new ultra-realists criticize the iden-
tity politics of intersectionality—the study of how different social variables such as class,
gender, race and sex can combine to produce different social outcomes (see, e.g., Cren-
shaw 1989, 1991; Henne and Troshynski 2019; Potter 2013). Both social constructionism
and intersectionality are central to many left liberal approaches, and both are engaged in
deconstructing subjectivities into micro-categories, each of which are impacted in spe-
cific ways. According to the ultra-realists, however, without a unifying theory to critique
capitalism, these left liberal approaches are doomed to remain as single-interest theories.
Drawing on the work of the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (2006/1966; 1977) as it is filtered
through Zizek (2006), Winlow and Hall (2013; see also Hall 2012) reject strain, labeling
and subcultural theories, while acknowledging the influence of feminist and victimological
research—but not their theoretical positions (see also Hall 2012). Winlow and Hall (2013)
argue that these approaches (strain, labeling, subcultural theory) are isolated from each
other ideologically and have fragmented criminology into multiple, and often competing,
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positions. Winlow and Hall’s problem with this is that the key source of harm is capital-
ism and hyper-consumerism. This should be the focus of change, but intersectional identity
politics are distractions from this goal.

It is important to recall, here, that relative deprivation, as it has been developed out-
side of criminology, is considered to be an outcome of the comparisons of competing or
contrasting reference groups. Only within pre-millennial left realism was relative depriva-
tion linked directly to the anomie tradition of Merton and American subcultural theory,
concomitant with the often uncritical acceptance of the American Dream (Webber 2007a).
Consequently, the critique of left realism, labeling, and subcultural theory, for example,
does not preclude the conceptual use of relative deprivation in its more nuanced, social
psychological form by ultra-realists—or, indeed, any other perspective. The point is not
that ultra-realists need to add another concept to their already rich soup of theorization, but
that critics of relative deprivation need to be clear about what, exactly, they are critiquing.
To claim that relative deprivation is just a subset of Mertonian strain theory is to miss the
more complex approach taken by other scholars outside of criminology.

In addition, ultra-realists argue that ethnographic data can uncover the lived realities
of social groupings, where lives are full of contradictions and counter-productive choices,
and which render intersectional groups as constituted (falsely) by those who champion
intersectionality. For example, the lived reality of people categorized as BAME or LGBQT
will not be shared equally by everyone within in any given category. The harms of capital-
ism, exposed by ethnographic insight, are more powerful than the subcultures of identity
politics. But viewing such lives through a lens of relative deprivation would reveal that no
matter what economic system one lives under, one would still suffer deprivation because
the creation of comparative reference groups is a social psychological reality regardless of
politics. Consequently, for perspectives like ultra-realism that posit revolutionary change
before progress can be made, comparative processes will continue to create intersections of
various identities even after such monumental economic shifts have taken place.

There is no reason why relative deprivation, in its more elaborated and complexly ren-
dered form, cannot be a key concept within ultra-realism. Its rejection is based on the
argument that humans do not have a natural sense of justice, and perhaps also that it was
shackled to left realism and that left realism was flawed as a pragmatic program of small
administrative changes, rather than a wholesale undermining of the economic system that
gave rise to such inequality. Relative deprivation, then, becomes a logically problematic
idea because it suggests that there will always be inequalities regardless of the political
economy. Powerful interest groups attack policies of financial redistribution not because
they feel threatened that they might become poor, but because they have to give up some-
thing they regard as a possession, and as a key feature of one’s identity to make as much
money as possible with few consequences and without consideration of others. Thus, for
ultra-realists, relative deprivation might well be a useful explanation for crime, but it high-
lights the logical flaw in redistribution discourses: taking from the rich and distributing the
resources to the poor does not guarantee peaceful equilibrium. Those who lose the most
would see themselves as victims and seek to correct their loss. Regardless of whether or
not ultra-realism might benefit from a renewed appreciation of relative deprivation as it has
developed beyond left realism, the next part explores where relative deprivation has been
employed to an analytically useful effect.

@ Springer



C. Webber

Relative Deprivation in Social Psychology

So far, this article has focused on the absence and disappearance of a concept that was
once central to a specific area of criminology. This part turns to how we might start to
reimagine relative deprivation, in its elaborated form, as a key concept in criminology. As
noted above, relative deprivation, as employed outside the field of criminology, is a more
complex and more empirically grounded concept. Relative deprivation has been analyzed
in many different contexts and countries, and has been explored by utilizing many differ-
ent research methods (e.g., Smith et al. 2012). In Smith and colleagues’ (2012) review of
studies of relative deprivation, the authors argue that any definition of relative depriva-
tion must include a sense of deservingness. The person who feels deprived ought to feel
that they are justifiably entitled to whatever it is that they are lacking. Indeed, as already
argued, this sense of fair entitlement, following Rawls’ (1958) concept of “justice as fair-
ness,” is central to Runciman’s account. Entitlement must be seen as socially just and
value-free by an observer who does not know if one would benefit or lose from the out-
come of the judgment. Someone who puts themselves in that same position should judge
the sense of entitlement as being fair.

The concept of relative deprivation has been developed more fully within the social
psychological approaches called “social identity theory” and “self-categorization theory”
(Grant et al. 2015; Tajfel and Turner 1979; Turner 1985; Walker and Pettigrew 1984).
These two theories share many concepts in common and are increasingly seen as inter-
related (for a history of these approaches, see Hogg and Abrams 1999). For the purposes
of this article, I will refer only to “social identity theory.” Psychologists working in the
field of social identity theory have conducted many studies into relative deprivation (for
a review, see Smith et al. 2012), but social identity theorists are not restricted to a focus
on relative deprivation. Social identity theory is also concerned with cognition and moti-
vation in laboratory conditions and asks why people perceive deprivation under certain
conditions (Ellemers 2002). In this regard, relative deprivation has been inverted so that
the processes through which individuals or groups arrive at a sense of well-being or injus-
tice have become more important than the outcome of deprivation. So, for example, where
the pre-millennial left realists were interested in the role of relative deprivation in causing
crime, albeit with a “thin” account of the theory, social psychology concentrates on the
way that individuals and groups create and compare in-groups with out-groups—in ways
that might then result in anger or crime. In contrast, some in-groups and out-groups might
engage in comparisons that do not result in obvious outcomes as when someone votes
against their own best interests, or those who are content with their position in life when
they are objectively worse off than other people from similar backgrounds. The traditional
focus of pre-millennial left realism was that crime is considered the outcome of relative
deprivation. In social psychology, deprivation might now be only one possible outcome
of comparative processes, along with satisfaction or anger or, indeed, any other human
emotion (Osborne and Sibley 2015; Pettigrew 2002; Smith and Pettigrew 2015). For pre-
millennial left realism, relative deprivation leads to crime; for social psychology, compara-
tive group processes result in various outcomes, such as anger, frustration, satisfaction—or
relative deprivation. What happens next is another level of analytical inquiry, where crime,
social movements and protest, or ambivalence and resignation, might be the result. In addi-
tion, the social psychological literature also deals with an issue that is rarely discussed
in criminology—the temporal dimension. de la Sablonniére and colleagues (2015) have
argued that psychological well-being is linked to an assessment of an individual or group’s
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assessment of their trajectory from the past to the future—what they refer to as “temporal
relative deprivation” (see also Klandermans 2015; Sherif et al. 1961; Van den Bos et al.
2015). Again, this is a potentially useful approach for criminology, such as in youth transi-
tions to adulthood.

The social psychological conception of relative deprivation, missing throughout left
realist literature, is far more useful than the softly deterministic approach that criminology
has come to understand, and now largely ignores. Pre-millennial left realism points to rela-
tive deprivation as a (straightforward) cause of crime. For Runciman, and the later elabora-
tions in social psychology, relative deprivation is a far more complex set of processes. In
other words, criminology is concerned with answering narrow questions of causative links
which, in turn, has limited the way in which relative deprivation has been used in criminol-
ogy. In contrast, by understanding the social comparative processes that lead to subjec-
tive outcomes, such as relative deprivation or relative satisfaction, we can begin to engage
with and embrace Runciman’s consideration of Rawls’ (1958) concept of “social justice”
and Runciman’s suggestion that it can remedy the negative effects of relative deprivation.
Most importantly, and as argued above, a more capacious notion of relative deprivation is
not incompatible with the more recent work of left realists and contemporary ultra-realists.
Indeed, the latter is especially receptive to the subjective social positions that people and
groups take.

Relative Deprivation and the Precariat

In addition to social psychology, relative deprivation has been discussed in other areas of
the social and political sciences. Several popular books have tackled questions of inequal-
ity and the precarious futures of neoliberal capitalism (e.g., Piketty 2014; Putnam 2000;
Wilkinson and Pickett 2009). It is Guy Standing’s (2011) concept of the “precariat”—a
portmanteau merging “precarious” and “proletarian”—that contains many overlaps with
relative deprivation. According to Standing (2011: 33),

The precariat experiences the four A’s—anger, anomie, anxiety and alienation. The
anger stems from frustration at the seemingly blocked avenues for advancing a mean-
ingful life and from a sense of relative deprivation. Some would call that envy, but to
be surrounded and constantly bombarded with the trappings of material success and
the celebrity culture is bound to induce seething resentment.

Standing’s concept of the precariat raises the question of whether or not criminologists
should utilize it instead of trying to resurrect an old idea like relative deprivation that has
fallen out of fashion due to its link with a theoretical paradigm in criminology, left realism,
which in its post-millennial form has ignored and neglected relative deprivation. There
are, as yet, few academic discussions in criminology using the precariat as a central focus.
Aside from a themed section of Criminal Justice Matters organized by Squires (2013) and
a discussion in Valeria Vegh Weis’s (2017) book, Marxism and Criminology, the term,
“precariat,” has been relatively absent. So, before moving on, it is necessary to see how
similar the two terms are, wary as we should be of the complexities of this task given the
way that relative deprivation has been used in sociological and psychological approaches.

As I have argued elsewhere (e.g., Webber 2007a), relative deprivation should be seen
less as a theory than one possible outcome of comparative individual and group pro-
cesses. Therefore, the outcome of a comparison, as exemplified in social psychological
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elaboration, can be relative deprivation, entitlement, gratification, or resentment, among
many others (Feather 2015; LeBlanc et al. 2015). In terms of crime, there is no linear caus-
ative determinism: just because one feels resentment or deprivation, does not mean that
one will commit an offense. It might, however, increase the possibility of that occurring.
Standing’s work has certainly provided new considerations of precarious work in a world
of increasing automation. But the nuanced research undertaken in social psychology on the
effect of reference group comparisons on our sense of well-being remains a more robust
and replicable method of understanding the effects of a political economy that has shifted
toward the precarious. I would argue that this is possible only if it is aligned with a renewed
focus on qualitative ethnographic methods. What this suggests is a synthesis of approaches
that might start at the local level of lived experience through qualitative and ethnographic
interviewing, but which also incorporates the social psychological methods of comparative
attitudinal scales. What we have yet to establish is the role that a renewed and more robust
approach to relative deprivation might still have as an explanation of crime because the
idea is still missing in action in criminology.

In order to summarize this review thus far, Table 1 compares the perspectives outlined
in this article, and serves as an extension of one that I presented in my first article on this
subject (Webber 2007a: 105-106). It is intended as an overview and not as the final say on
each approach.

Bringing Back Relative Deprivation into the Crime Debate

This final part aims to reappraise the role of relative deprivation for criminological expla-
nations of crime. So how might we imagine a return for the concept of relative depriva-
tion into the analysis of crime? The original left realist project created theoretical positions
against which it could be compared. One such approach to crime prevention was termed
by the pre-millennial left realists as “new administrative criminology” (NAC) (see, e.g.,
Young 1997) to refer to the policy-oriented research of government departments. The term
was loaded with a critical edge, and the “administrative” addition denoted the absence of
theory (although see above the pointed criticism of left realists by Hall and Winlow (2015:
63) as “edgy administrators”). Encompassed within the NAC approach was Clarke and
Cornish’s (1985) “rational choice theory” (RCT), which posits an account of the criminal
as if they are a rational decision-maker using actuarial insight to make economic and risk-
based decisions on whether or not to commit an offense. The overly calculating rational
offender of RCT, homo economicus, has been criticized widely (e.g., Bouhana 2013; Hay-
ward 2007). Rarely, however, has one of the key critiques of a simplified rational choice
theory, albeit as it appears in economic theory, been applied to explain crime.

Kahneman and Tversky’s (1979) “prospect theory” aimed to show, through the applica-
tion of psychological theory, where people make “thinking” errors. Cognitive biases, such
as anchoring effects, cognitive dissonance, and confabulations, have been demonstrated
widely in the psychological literature. This is referred to as “counterfactual thinking” (Kah-
neman and Miller 1986; Olson and Roese 2002). There is not the space to explore these
here, but cognitive dissonance, for example, occurs where there is a contradiction between
what one thinks and what one does. Smoking while knowing the risks of heart disease and
lung cancer is a prime example. There are, to be sure, similar cognitive errors made when
individuals make comparisons with others on any variable. The key question in relative

@ Springer



Rediscovering the Relative Deprivation and Crime Debate:...

-arexado sSuryy moy
3unovye Inq ‘MaIA WOy
USPPIY ‘W[BaI SATISURIIUL
ue Aq paImnsuod pue
‘QIeUTULINOPUT “Q[qRa[[RIAl

(1oz17 pue
ueoe ‘[9SoY o SurmeIp)
WSI[RLIOJEW [BJUSPUIISURI],

SISBOINO PUE [[I Y], °C

pakordwaun ay, ‘g

Jerredold oyl ‘|
KjLrepros sse[o
pareys o) Sunor Inq
‘sse[o Sunjiom plo Y}

JX9JU0D Y}
uodn Surpuadop a3ueyd
pue iys ued sdnoid
QOUQIRJAI ‘UONIPpPE U]
‘dnoi3-no ue jsurede
pajoalrp snooy Jurkjrun €
ap1aoid ued rem ‘opdwexa
10 "JOIJUOD JO SNSUASUOD

01 JuaeAInba 2100 Ay, §
suerdyoId oYL ¢ -oSejueApR
JellR[eS YL ‘7 [BoNIod puB JIIou0dd
AT 01 $$200k AqQ PAjEOIRWIP
1SUONOASANS YIIM SA1I03278) PAseq-SSe[d
sdnoi3 ; ojur paynens JO uontu30921 301U

(SISLID [eD
130101398, Ay} ‘OWILI) JO

arenbg oy ‘Kjpeurdrew
reonijod pue uoneardap

A1I80214/R1IR0R1] QYL (9TWOU099) dATR[Y

91B3I0 UBD I0JOBJ USAIS
Kue jo ‘ooudurwoid 10
‘Kouarres ayy y3noyire
‘sdnoi3 oouarojer Jo
opmnnu & sastdwod
Kya100s :AyeInid

A1opim paydoooe wearq
UROLIQUWIY :SNSUISUO))

‘sdnoi3
Ure}Iad 10§ Payoo[q Sem
[eoS oy 03 9InoI Y)Y
jey) pansie jey) duo o}
‘s[eo3 [euonounjsAp pue
J[qeuIe)jRUN JOf YOBAI 0)
Apream oy) Surmore uorn
-e[ngar Jo yoe[ s, Wrayy
-In( WoIj SIuoue Jo
1doou0d o) PasIoAaI ST,
*K)a100S JO BIRNS JOMO]
oy} ur Ap3sowr payedoy St
QUWILIO JBY) MOYS SIjel
oo jeyy paydeooe
uoldN “(1L61 Xog
99s) WIAYIN( £q pasn
Jet} 0} JUSIHIP ySnoyy

uoneAridop aane[oy Qruouy

Iopi0 [e100s Jo 1deouo)

(s)w1) Koy

(T10T I1eH “39) Juas
-914-Z 10T 0 WISHeaY-Een()

JeLIRIAI] Y[, pue (JuUds
-01d-1107) Sutpuels AnD . (766T-F861) WSI[RAI 130T

Qruouy
pue 21oNNg [BI00S pue
(8€6T) U0 Y 1190y

uoneAlda( aaneoy pue
(9961) wewouny "D ‘M

saA130adsIog

Qwro pue uoneArIdop 9ATIB[AT U9IM)Aq U] Y} UT SALI0AY) Ay Jo Arewrwing | 3jqel

pringer

As



C. Webber

‘paSuaqeyoun AjaSre|
urewaI swa[qoid [eroos
pUE OIIOUO0II JATBSNED

SurAopun oy ‘onsre

S)sI[eal-enn Ay} d[Iym
Y} [V "SoIN)sa3 uayo)
ySnoxy) 3ms 1o a3ensse
0) A1) pue ‘Qunsuod 0}
ANUNUOD M JOA—STUO0I)
-9910 deayo puryaq uon
-ey1o[dxo oy} 03 , ‘UoIysey
Jse},, Jo Surknq oy} woly
—uIey $9sned AJIAToe
I1oy) Jey) areme pue Jiord
-wod ST APOqAISAT “QWILID
Se pauyop 2q Uy} ued jey)
SULIRY 9} SAJBAIO—I]
JO 1208y K19A9 Surziuedio
10J UOTIRATIOW SUTALIP 9]}
st uonnedwod a1oym pue
—uondwnsuod y3noayy
uonoeysnes J0j YoIeas
SuIpua-IoAdU SIYJ, “9JI] JO
QINJeoy [BIUD B OIE WSLID
-WNSUOd pPue WSI[BIAQI[OIN

uoneudI[e pue Ajorxue
‘Qruioue ‘193ue— 8.V,
1Inoj oY) Aq pauyop “jerre)
-o101d oy pue sse[o
Sunjiom 9y) WOoIj JoUnsIp
SSE[0 B ST [ 'UOZNID B JO
Jey) 0) uonisod JoLIoyuI
ue se  ‘U9ZIuap,, ‘urIo)
3y Jo asn oy} y3noiy)
UMBIP ST UOTOUNSIP SIY T,
'SJYSLI Jo Yoe[ © AQ pazI
-I9)0BIRYD ST JBLIBIAI 9,

‘Kreudrew eonrjod pue
uoneArrdop orwouod9
aAne[ar £q pasned ST SIy)
pue ‘100d 93 10 YOI )
£q ‘aInjonmns [B1o0s ay} ur
droymAuE INdd0 ULd WL

‘uorjeArrdop oATIR[oX

Jo asuas Aue jo donsnfur
[e100s oy} 9Zrus0oa1

0] 9[qe 9q Isnur Ayred
PIIY) B ‘PIpN]OUT JOU I8
Pa313 10 AAUD JO sSuI[o9)
‘ssourey se oonsnl jo
uonou Simey Surmor|oy
‘UI9) [EIINOU-ON[RA B

s1 uoneAridop aAne[oy
‘[enprarput Jo dnois jo
[9A9[ 9y Je suostredwoo
Surpnjour ‘s10joej snoLrea
uodn Jud3unuod St SIy L,
J1 2a31yoe 03 Ayrunyroddo
Q) 10A0 uonE}dadxa Jo
$S90X9 AU} Sk pauyop

‘uonearidap aAnje[oyg

"JOTABT[2q
[euruLId SuneAnow
SpOW UTeW UOT}RAOUU]
‘urens o} asuodsai [enpIa

-IPUT UO ATUTRTU PIsNI0]

uor[eqay *¢

wsneanay ‘i

wisiemry ¢

uoneAouu] ‘g

Kruojuo)) ‘|
. WEBAIJ UBOLIWY 31,
¢§5900MSs JO [e0S 2 YoBaI
0} Kyunjzoddo payoorq o3
asuodsar ur uoneldepe jo
SOpOUI 9A O] SPBI[ ‘Ar

-oue Aq ‘pauTULIdIOP UTENS

worqoid

(2102 ITeH “3°9) Juas
-91d-7 1070 WSIeay-en)

JeLIROAI] Y], pue (JUas
-91d-1107) Sutpuels Ano

«(T661-Y861) WSI[Ea1 o]

uoneanda 2aney pue
(9961) uewiouny "D ‘M

ruouy
pue 21n3dnag 100§ pue
(8€61) UOKRIN 3] 110qOY

Springer

saAnoadsiog

(ponunuoo) ajqer &l



Rediscovering the Relative Deprivation and Crime Debate:...

"wIsI[ear

1J91 Jo asuodsar Korjod
Jreos-[rews ‘onewseld ay)
Se $99s 11 JeyMm 0) djopnue
ue se J[os)1 suonisod
wsI[eal-enn ‘Aem siy) uj
-91doad uo Junoe $9010j
uappry pue 1omod Jo sorm
-onns doop oy puejsiopun
0] POSU oM ‘ST) OP O,
‘wsieyides juedwer Aq
1SOWI PouLIey JSOY} PIemo)
PUE JRLIBJUSWIIOD SSB[D
-o[ppru ueyrjodonow e jo
wisiferoos auSedweyd Jur
-znA1asoxd oy) woiy Aeme
2o1snfur [e190s JO UOISSND

-SIp 9} 9AOUI 0 ST WITE A,

-asuodsax

QAIO9[[09 © 9310] 0)

jerresord ur asoy Jo

SSOUQIEME JATJII[[0D
Sursrer ‘o3em [esIoAIU[)

‘pajeIoqe[oun A[oAme[ax
ST PAARIYIR 9 JYSIUI ST}
MOy Y3noyi[e ‘UOTIeALT
-dop orwouos9 aAnR[I
Suronpay poaorjod ayy jJo
JUasU0d AY) Yym Furorjod

10 Surdrjod oneroowaq

*SISQISIUI 1S3q UMO I1dY)
jsurede 9)oa udjjo sdnoi3d
‘KMIR[IWIG "BSISA OTA

pue ‘are A[9An09[qo Aoy
uoyMm paALIdop se SOA[IS
-way) pIeSar jou op udo
91doaq “awodno pajoIp
-a1d 0 3sE1U0D UT 9q UED

‘sasuodsar Jo apmnnIA

‘epuaSe oy}
UO 10U ST S90INOSAI pue
[)[eom JO UonNQLISIPAI
nq ‘sqof 0} $s200. 19)
-19q pue ‘Sururen 1939q
‘uoneonps 1aeg ‘[[e 03
9[qe[reAe 9q 0} pasu 1
QAQIYIE 0) SIINOI AY) puE
‘padoooe s—, wealg
UBOLIOWY,, AY)—SS990NS
pue yiream jo Teos oy,
-9[qerorpaxd Afeornduw
a1e yorym suoneydepy

wopqoid 03 asuodsay

(2102 ITeH “3°9) Juas
-91d-7 1070 WSIeay-en)

JeLIROAI] Y], pue (JUas
-91d-1107) Sutpuels Ano

«(T661-Y861) WSI[Ea1 o]

uoneanda 2aney pue
(9961) uewiouny "D ‘M

ruouy
pue 21n3dnag 100§ pue
(8€61) UOKRIN 3] 110qOY

saAnoadsiog

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

As



C. Webber

=[00q 2y
ur pauonuaw A[pIey st
QUWILID ‘PIIPU] “TOAIMOY
“wiIey Jo
SWLIOJ /7P YIIM PIUIIOUOD
aIe s)sIfeal-en[n ‘50
-[orwaz 0} SurLInoy

"SSD]D) SNoLASUDq
MIN Y [ SUIDLIDIALJ

*SSE[O 1O

A1nunod ‘uoI3al e $S0Ioe
u99s 2q ued sureed Jey)
os 9J11 AepA19A9 jo soryd
-e130uy19 JO YI0M)aU B 10}
[Te9 ® st 219y} ‘refnonted
uJ "WSI[ea [EONLIO Ul
K3ojopoyew s eyseyg
Jo Sundaooe Ajrerousn
'saonoeld [eo130[09p1 UMO
1oy} Jo uonisoduwr s, 9110
[819QI[03U 9y} puokaq

‘spuan oryderd
-owap pue juowkorduw

anow 01 AyderSouyq Jo SISATeue BIEp AIBPUOJSS  YONS ‘SASAINS WIDIA [200]

QUILIO JOU ST JoSuep Ay,

2y 3o Sutpeayqns Sy,

‘Kem o1eWA)SAS B

ur yoeoidde s, uewrouny

QSN JOU S0P WST[eal

1J9] y3noyj[e ‘ormyonns

[e100S 9} JO [0A9] Aue

je owLd ure[dxa ue)

-dnoi3-jno pue dnoi3-ur

u9m1oq uostredwoo e

WOIJ JWOIIN0 AN

© ST IO} QI9YM OWILID

Jo ad£y Aue urerdxo 03 st

“QWILIO J913S WISI[eAI 1J9] UT BIPI Y}

sse[o-3unyiom dnoi3 JO asn oy} Jnq ‘QUWILId
-BeIJUT UO ATUTBW SISSNO0,{  SSNOSIP JOU SOOP UBWIOUNY

(9861
‘Te 10 souor) sKoaIns

Qwitr) uoj3ur(sy ay) se

‘uorjeAr1dop oATIe[oX
ojur Koy 01 A[eoyroads
pausdisop ‘AoaIns 796

‘100d 9y} Suowe

AJurew pa)eoso[ Wl

‘papn[our aq ued jyoid

Jo uonisinboe jo ymsind

ur 90UQ[0IA YInoyye
‘oanisimboe A[urejy

‘(uewrouny ‘O°AM

puE pIemo[) Y {uayo)

'V “8°9) UOLIJA JOo

SIUOPNIS [I0IO0P dIoM

woyMm Jo Auew ‘SIejoyos

191e] Aq A[reorndwe pojer
-0qe[o ‘Tedr3a109y) AfosIe]

Ki09y) Aq

pauredxa awrd Jo sadAJ,

POYIUI YOTRISNY

(2102 ITeH “3°9) Juas
-91d-7 1070 WSIeay-en)

JeLIROAI] Y], pue (JUas

-01d-110¢) Sutpuels AnD 4 (T661—861) WSI[EAI 1Jo']

uoneanda 2aney pue
(9961) uewIoUNy "D M

ruouy
pue 21n3dnag 100§ pue
(8€61) UOKRIN 3] 110qOY

saAnoadsiog

Springer

(ponunuoo) ajqer &l



Rediscovering the Relative Deprivation and Crime Debate:...

"K[opIm pajeIoqe[d uaaq

jou sey J1 ‘194 Jo se nq

‘SEOPT A1) Pasn ALY SY00q
PUE SI[O1IR PAJIIS MO

*Q0URIAQD
pue awLd 0) seyorordde
SOIPMIS [RIN)[ND PUE ISTYD
-Ieue ‘fesrojouswousyd
UO MAIP Y SB TOAIMOY
“)s1[ea1 39 SuIpe9 € se
uonisod 1911189 s, SUnox
woij Aeme JJIYs B pAjus
-oxdor sy, “($10¢ T8 10
[1o1194 ¢8°9) ASojoururio
[eamnod ur oy Surpes|
© OWE9q Os[e SUnox
Yoo[ ‘sAem SnoLIeA ur

31 WOIJ LI Ing }001
uowwoo & areys Aay)
9sNeOaq SUOTIEIOqE[d

Jerresard

9} ‘UONLIOGE[o UMO
S} 98I0 0) JOPIO UT
Awouod9 oy} pue Ioqe|

‘uoneuLIo} sse[o ojur
yoreasal Jorid ayeroqero
0) st osodind a1mu9 s)1
'sayoeordde Joyjo Auewr
JO UOTJRIOQE[S UB ST
IDLIDI24 Y] ‘KIqenSIy

Ik (q ‘BY[(T SMAYNEN
‘910 ‘T00T BT) Wio}
I9I[IER Q) 0} I9JaI pue

wsITealr 1391 a1ofdxa jey

$)00q pUE SI[ONIL JO
doio juarmd oy Ajqendry

"QWILID PIeMmO)
fouapuay e surejdxe

uoneArrdap oAnR[OY
‘A3o10yoAsd [eroos ur sor
-pM)s M3J puE UBWIOUMY
Ul QWILID JO UOISSNOSIP
oN "1doou02-J[9s 2AnEIoU
€ Jo awod)no 9[qrssod
quo st uonearidop aAn
-e[aI ‘sdnoi3 oouarayor
Snooy 1oy} se el (6161
1ouIng, pue [9jfe]) K109y
uonezLI039)ed-J[9s
paerar oy} pue K109y}
AKINUIPI [e100S UOoN
-OBIOIUI JO S[OAJ] [RUOTJEU
pue dnois ‘fenprarpur
ure[dxs 03 sydoouoo
S URWIIOUNY PIzZI[NN SOLI

-09y} [eo130[0ydAsd [e100§

“(T661)
wr jo A109yJ, urens
[BISUAD) S, MIUTY 1100y

QUILID
pasnpo uoryearidop oan
B[y (2661 BT) uOnERA
-11dap oAnear 31 Surjed
‘£109Y) QTWOUE S UL
PZI[IN WSI[eal 3Jo]
-armonns Ayrunjroddo
JewISA[I 9Y) 0} SSAO0E
enuaIayjip jo 1doouod
QU) poppe Inq ‘urens
03 9suodsaI 9A1}O9[[0D
pue srwoue paydosoy

:(0961) UIYQ pue premor)

'saImnogns
SSB[O-SUDIOM UIYIIM
sasuodsar 9ATII9[[00
Je paY0o[ Inq ‘AruIoue
S U0 pardasoy

(SS61) YD 1QTY

*SIR[OYoS
Ia1)0 10} uonerdsuy

(2102 ITeH “3°9) Juas
-91d-7 1070 WSIeay-en)

JeLIROAI] Y], pue (JUas
-91d-1107) Sutpuels Ano

«(T661-Y861) WSI[Ea1 o]

uoneanda 2aney pue
(9961) uewiouny "D ‘M

ruouy
pue 21n3dnag 100§ pue
(8€61) UOKRIN 3] 110qOY

saAnoadsiog

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

As



C. Webber

UOTSIOA TerUuR[[T-21d 9} 0} A[UO SI3JoI ATewwuns SIY) OS PUE UOTIRUIROUT JOT[IED SJT Sk WLIOJ 9UIes 9y} JO ST WSI[BAT }J9] JO dALM JUSLIND ) JT 9[qeUONSanb ST J1 ‘9A0qe PIJOU SV 4

‘ewISop

onews[qoid A[renba ue
10 ‘ASo[ouruutid pamey
Quo Suroe[dar sysu 1
Jey) sansIe e [eA
‘Ajpunojoid QIO "paysTuy
IOAQ SeM BOPI AUue paspul
J1°S[onIe paystuy ay)
uey) Joyjel ‘Juryew ay)
ur 300foxd ® se pannsuod
9q yS1w 1 Jey) pandre
pue (G107) 400q $,M0]
-UTA\ PUE [[EH POMOIAQI

(9107) MeP[eA BIpUES

*$9133nns
110y} WoIj Aeme snooj
oy Sunyrys £q A[qrsia

210w uonelio[dxa ssepd
-3unylom 19pual 0} 3sonb
Q) seuruLISpUN J1 Jey)
pangie oq Os[e ued Iy
‘snongradns saje)s uoneu
JUQIRJJIP JO SILIOISIY
oTwIou09 anbrun udjjo
Q) SIOPUDI JUSWIAOW
[eqo[S ® duyap pue
9qLIdsap 03 Jsanb oy,
*K303S1Y INOYSNOIY) Joow
spuo ayew 0} sqof [exd
-A9s paytom o[doad Auewr
Jey) pue Mau Jou SI BapI

Ay Jey) pensIe 9q ued J|

‘pauonuaw A[pIey SI uew
-1ouny ‘U0l PUokaq
SUOISSNOSIP JopIM 0] UoT)
-09UUO09 JO UONBIOqE[d
A YIIM ‘AI091) Sriour
JO ULIOJ UBTUOYIQIA B 0)
PaUYUOD ST BT} AUO ST
uoneArrdop aATje[aI uo
Qouer(al oy, ‘yoeoxdde
PoIIUdO-9[eW € IO]
PazIoNLI) ‘suonIque
[esIoATUN d10W S, K109
) 105 Ayqiqissod oy
dsop ‘sse[o Suryiom
paSejueApesip pue

100d 93 UO ST SNOOJ YT,

"QWILID JO 9SNEDd
ure[dxa 0} SaLI09Y) 19Y)O
J10J WOOT SAABI] [[1IS

‘opeur 9q ued uosireduod

yorym wody sdnoisd 2ou
-I9JaI JO I9qUINU OTOBYD
A[renuajod—apim 00}

uopeue[dxa jJo yipearg

(OUWILID JITWIWIO) 0] usaom

uey) AJoNI] oIoW UowW dIe
Aym Uy} ‘pIp UOLIIJA SB
‘sayel owId oY) Jdodoe
M JT ‘poIo9[3ou are
‘19puag se yons ‘sansst
‘ordwrexa 10, "paioust
QIe $I0}0B] pUNOISIO]
ay) Jey) yons Aouage

JO UONEIOPISUOD B SOB]
'SNO0J Urew dy) [[1s
ST QUILIO J9913S $INJoNINs
[BI00S 9y} UI d1oyMmAUE
INJ20 UBd SWILID JeY)
son3Ie uoneIoqe[s IsIeal

1J91 oY) y3noy[e ‘paoust

[ny1omod 2t Jo sowtr)
“IOPIO [BID0S JO [BONLIOUN
pue ST

wsonu)

(2102 ITeH “3°9) Juas
-91d-7 1070 WSIeay-en)

JeLIROAI] Y], pue (JUas
-91d-1107) Sutpuels Ano

«(T661-Y861) WSI[Ea1 o]

uoneanda 2aney pue
(9961) uewiouny "D ‘M

ruouy
pue 21n3dnag 100§ pue
(8€61) UOKRIN 3] 110qOY

Springer

saAnoadsiog

(ponunuoo) ajqer &l



Rediscovering the Relative Deprivation and Crime Debate:...

deprivation is: why do we sometimes feel deprived, when we are not? Or, to put it another
way, why are we satisfied with our lives, when we are objectively worse off than others?
Relative deprivation is an idea that challenges the overly rational, calculating actor. This is
because it contains within it the possibility that we can consider ourselves relatively happy
despite being objectively poor, and vice versa. Similarly, Kahneman and Tversky’s (1979)
prospect theory complicates homo economicus as suggested in RCT by positing psycho-
logical phenomena that undermine rationality because they work on the level of perception
and attention, over which we have little rational control most of the time (see also Kahne-
man 2011; Tversky and Kahneman 1986).

Essentially, relative deprivation emerges as an outcome of comparative processes that
reflect structural and agency positions, and contains some sense of what the new ultra-real-
ists, following critical realists, would term probabilistic tendencies (Archer 1995, Bhaskar
1997/1975). This is a rejection of simple cause and effect, and an acceptance that there are
underlying unconscious mechanisms at play that might be only vaguely uncovered by the
tools of social science. This, as noted in Table 1, is the “intransitive realm,” although for
Hall and Winlow (2015), following the lead of critical realism, the word influence is a bet-
ter way to understand the effect of the intransitive realm. This realm incorporates ephem-
eral structures—forces and powers that are less amenable to anything other than superficial
understanding through the methods of traditional empirical and positivistic social science.

There are things in the world that cannot be sensed or observed through traditional
empirical inquiry, such as experiments. I would assert that relative deprivation sits at
the intersection of the intransitive and transitive realms—at the junction of the unknow-
able and the knowable. The argument that relative deprivation is a useful tool to explain
underlying structural forces and their inter-relationship with both agency and group
responses is sound (even if some of the research cited from social psychology is more
fully committed to a positivistic position that is rejected by both left realists and ultra-
realists). This is exactly what the original formulation of relative deprivation, and its
elaboration in social psychology, set out to accomplish. As I have argued above and
elsewhere (e.g., Webber 2007a), relative deprivation should be seen not as a cause but
as a tendency toward crime. There might be motivations to act in a certain way that
are formed by layers of history. For example, for the “hard man,” his willingness to
use violence might be unconscious and thus not discoverable in interviews or surveys.
Relative deprivation can explain underlying structural forces and their inter-relationship
with both agency and group responses. This is evidenced by a wealth of research from
outside of criminology (e.g., Pettigrew 2002; Smith and Pettigrew 2015; Smith et al.
2012). In other words, relative deprivation occupies the liminal space at the intersection
of objective factors and subjective experience. With its elaboration from within psy-
chology, we can see how it allows for an appreciation of the often irrational, counter-
intuitive thinking that characterizes much criminal motivation—and it also suggests
routes to understanding tendencies that raise the possibility of crime in, for example,
intergroup tensions, such as when race or immigration becomes salient (such as after
the British vote to leave the European Union in 2016).

In sum, relative deprivation is not a panacea for criminology, and I do not claim that the
social psychological research on reference groups is the answer to deep-seated crimino-
logical conundrums. Instead, I wish to assert that it is still a good idea to “think with”—an
idea that seems to have disappeared not through any lack of analytical robustness it might
bring. Effectively, relative deprivation has been neglected because it has fallen out of fash-
ion and so has not made the jump to the post-millennial form of left realism, except for a
few exceptions, and even then, and again, not in the elaborated sense that I have promoted

@ Springer



C. Webber

in this article. Relative deprivation, as a concept, is now coupled with the tendency toward
disdain that sociological criminology has toward psychological ideas, and so the idea has
become outdated (Webber 2020). But, as I have maintained in this article, relative depri-
vation, in its more nuanced form, is more important than ever. We have entered a period
of rampant consumerism coupled with a network-enabled new administrative criminology,
and with security services rapidly collaborating with, and supporting, universities. Crime
science has become focused on prevention through design. But now, “designing out” crime
is no longer limited to target hardening or the defensive qualities of a building or the loca-
tion of closed-circuit television (CCTV), which were once the focus of (administrative)
criminological investigations. It is now oriented toward algorithms and better designed
software and Big Data analytics that have become a central concern of, mainly, computer
science departments around the world. Consequently, there is a need for a qualitative or
ethnographic shift toward prevention through social change—something that criminol-
ogy can pursue. If we take cybercrime as an example, it is still early in our understanding
of why young people might shift from using technology for games and a chat to buying
and selling stolen credit card data on carding forums. In addition, when an explanation is
presented to explain young people’s behavior, it invariably entails RCT (Webber and Yip
2019). The robust analytical constructs of comparative reference group theory that under-
pins the elaborated form of relative deprivation are an untapped resource in criminology.
One lesson to take from Standing’s (2011) precariat thesis is that old divisions based
on class have changed. Many people who might once have found themselves categorized
as middle class can have occupations that are precarious. In the election in the UK in
2019, Boris Johnson’s Conservative Party returned to power with an increased majority by
appealing to working-class voters in previously strong Labor seats. Similarly, in the US in
2016, Donald J. Trump also argued that he was the candidate for the blue-collar workers
and won the presidency, albeit without winning the majority of votes. Through the lens of
relative deprivation, or more specifically, the shifting reference group comparisons and the
concomitant behavioral outcomes, we can find more ways to understand the complexities
of a hyper-networked, consumerist society. There are shifts taking place that might presage
a positive route through what, for many progressive thinkers, is only a depressing resurrec-
tion of ideas that were once thought slain. The rise of white supremacy and the normaliza-
tion of sexism, racism and anti-LGBTQ people has been challenged by #MeToo, Black
Lives Matter protests, and LGBTQ rights. Yet, even so, reference group distinctions drawn
along binary political and ideological positions have become more, not less, polarized and
poisonous. There is an urgent need to identify a shared narrative, at the national, interna-
tional, or local and individual level, that can take the place of divisive points of contrast.
Here, the greatest self-inflicted harm might provide the impetus. The threat of ecological
destruction has shifted from the bipolarity of accepters and deniers to, increasingly, a grim
awakening that economic, industrial and social systems need to change radically or risk
climate-linked mass migration, poverty and precarity. Such a narrative might suggest an
alternative solution that can hold a fractured citizenry in balance, rather than opposition.
A shared goal on a global scale that requires cooperation might be the best (worst) option.
One positive outcome of the global COVID-19 pandemic is that entire countries allowed
their freedoms to be restricted for the common good of preventing the spread of a deadly
disease. As I write this in the social isolation required of British citizens, the pandemic
is still dominating and destroying the lives of people throughout the whole world. Global
cooperation has now been accompanied by the protests of Black Lives Matter. The shifts in
attitudes, as previously well-defined reference groups have fractured, have yet to settle into
an identifiable whole. It may be that the shifts become permanent and that the attitudes to
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collective living, either in terms of public health, race or sexuality, become more collabora-
tive and caring. Alternatively, we might witness even more hardened oppositional groups
and clearer lines of demarcation—or, worse, newly constituted oppositional groups, which
could mean more harmful rhetoric, more crime and more terrorism. Relative deprivation—
and the underlying theories of comparative reference groups, human behavior, and stereo-
typing—can help us understand these monumental changes. An appeal to social justice, if
loud enough, can shift trenchantly held opinions.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License,
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
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