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distributed among youths. Some adolescents benefit more than others due to economic 
and cultural privileges awarded to certain ethnic, racial, or occupational groups.

Steven Spitzer and Problem Populations
Steven Spitzer applied a Marxian perspective to understanding deviance. He argued that 
one of the most essential functions of the superstructure in capitalist societies is the regu-
lation and management of problem populations. These groups are problems when they 
question or disturb the following:

1. Capitalist modes of appropriating the product of human labor (e.g., when the
poor “steal” from the rich)

2. The social conditions under which capitalist production takes place (e.g., those
who refuse or are unable to perform wage labor)

3. Patterns of distribution and consumption in capitalist society (e.g., those who use
drugs for escape and transcendence rather than sociability and adjustment)

4. The process of socialization for productive and non-productive roles (e.g., youth
who refuse to be schooled or those who deny the validity of “family life”)

5. The ideology that supports the functioning of capitalist society (e.g., proponents
of alternative forms of social organization)114

Problem populations have similar characteristics, but a key factor is that their behavior, 
personal qualities, and/or position threatens the social relations of production.

Official control of these individuals is determined by how much of a problem they pose 
for the continuation of a capitalist society. Those individuals who are passive and do 
not attempt to disrupt society are viewed by the dominant class as social junk. Social 
junk rarely comes to the attention of officials except when attempts are made to regulate 
or contain these individuals. Examples of what Spitzer called social junk are the aged, 
handicapped, and mentally ill. Those individuals who question established relationships, 
especially relations to production and domination, are designated as social dynamite. 
Officials usually deal with social dynamite through the legal system. Examples of indi-
viduals considered to be social dynamite are political activists and criminals.115

Evaluating Conflict 
Theories

Research on Conflict Theories
Research using a conflict perspective 
can be categorized into one of two broad 
approaches: (1) studies examining laws that 
are formulated in the interests of those in 
power and (2) studies examining the dif-
ferential processing of certain individuals 
in the criminal justice system.116 Research 
from the first approach includes examin-
ing vagrancy laws117 and the Marihuana 
Tax Act.118 One example of a more current 
study using the first approach is Amanda 
Robinson’s research on public reaction to 
a domestic violence pro-arrest policy.119 

1. According to Marx, the __________ owned the means of
production; the __________ worked for those who owned the
means of production.

2. __________ and ___________ maintained that law enforcement
agencies are connected to the powerful and wealthy political
structure.

3. Colvin and Pauly contend that working-class parents in an
unstable workplace environment experience more __________
controls.

Answers located at www.edge.sagepub.com/schram2e
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