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own the means of production. This division of labor results 
in class struggles:

The division of labor offers us the first exam-
ple . . . that . . . as long as a cleavage exists between 
the particular and the common interests, . . . man’s 
own deed becomes an alien power opposed to him, 
which enslaves him instead of being controlled by 
him. For as soon as labor is distributed, each man 
has a particular, exclusive sphere of activity, which is 
forced upon him and from which he cannot escape.102

Awareness of common interests among members in a class 
was designated as class consciousness. Alternatively, not 
being aware of these common interests was identified as 
false consciousness. This false consciousness causes the 
proletariat to believe that maintaining the capitalist system 
is in their best interest, rather than in the interest of the 
bourgeoisie.

Generally, criminologists have incorporated Marxist ideol-
ogy in three ways. First, they have maintained that the law 
is a tool of the ruling class. The law represents the interests 
of the ruling class, essentially perpetuating concepts of 
capitalism. Second, they argue that all crime, in capitalist 
countries, is a product of a class struggle. When the accumula

William Chambliss and Robert Seidman 
and the U.S. Criminal Justice System
In their book Law, Order, and Power, William Chambliss and Robert Seidman used 
a Marxist perspective to provide a critical understanding of the American justice 
system. Compared with the consensus perspective, the conflict perspective provides a very  
different framework when attempting to explain the criminal justice system. They 
argued that the myth (i.e., consensus perspective) regarding the operation of the law 
includes such concepts as, that it represents the values of society as a majority, it operates 
through a value-neutral government controlled by the people, and it serves the best 
interests of society.104

From a conflict perspective, Chambliss and Seidman stressed that society is made up 
of various groups that are in conflict. The law is a tool for those in power (i.e., the 
ruling class), functioning to provide coercive power in conflict.105 They maintained 
that the myth of the operation of the law is revealed daily:

We all know today that blacks and the poor are not treated fairly or equitably by 
the police. We know that judges have discretion and in fact make policy (as the 
Supreme Court did in the school desegregation cases). We know that electoral 
laws have been loaded in the past in favor of the rich, and the average presi-
dential candidate is not a poor man, that one-fifth of the senators of the United 
States are millionaires.

It is our contention that, far from being primarily a value-neutral frame-
work within which conflict can be peacefully resolved, the power of the state is 
itself the principal prize in the perpetual conflict that is society.106

proletariat: in Marx’s 
conflict theory, the 
oppressed group of 
workers exploited by the 
bourgeoisie; they never 
profit from their own 
efforts because the upper 
class owns and controls 
the means of production

This poster illustrates 
the social stratification 
by social class and 
economic inequality.


