
Chapter 11: Labeling Theory and Conflict/Marxist/Radical Theories of Crime    303

capitalist ruling class.75 William Chambliss and Robert Seidman, as well as Mark Colvin 
and John Pauly, have incorporated Marxist themes to understand crime and criminals.

The Conservative (Pluralist) 
Conflict Perspectives

George Vold: Group Conflict Theory
In his 1958 book Theoretical Criminology,76 George Vold introduced group conflict 
theory. Prior to introducing this theory, Vold provided an interesting evaluation of 
various theoretical perspectives.77 He noted that, historically, there have been two basic 
types of criminological theories: spiritualism and naturalism. Spiritual explanations are 
influenced by “otherworld” powers. However, these explanations “cannot be considered 
scientific, even if some thoughtful and intelligent people believe that they represent the 
best explanation of crime.” Natural explanations are more systematic and scientific. Vold 
identified three types of naturalistic theories: (1) those that focus on the individual, (2) 
those that emphasize group and intergroup relations, and (3) those that are “eclectical,” 
including various factors that might explain criminal behavior.78 In the preface of his 
book, Vold stated,

No special plea is made for any particular theoretical position examined, though 
it should be clear that there is some preference for approaches that recognize 
and make more explicit the concept of crime as a by-product of the struggle for 
power in the group structure of society.79

TYPE
NUMBER OF 
OFFENSES

PERCENTAGE 
DISTRIBUTION AVERAGE VALUE

Pocket-picking 27,465 0.5% $548

Purse-snatching 20,660 0.4% $508

Shoplifting 1,097,444 21.5% $204

From motor vehicles 
(except accessories)

1,172,876 22.9% $835

Motor vehicle 
accessories

359,490 7.0% $553

Bicycles 184,575 3.6% $418

From buildings 626,572 12.3% $1,333

From coin-operated 
machines

11,728 0.2%  $480

All others 1,610,734 31.5% $1,530

Larceny-Theft by Type in 2014
TABLE 11.2

Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation. (2015). Crime in the United States, 2014. Washington, D.C: U.S. 
Department of Justice. 

group conflict theory: 
Vold argued that part 
of human nature is that 
people’s lives are a part, 
and a product, of their 
group associations; 
groups come into 
conflict with one another 
due to conflicting and 
competitive interests.


