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their lives relative to their neighbors. However, 
in areas of the country where there are very 
poor people living in close proximity to very 
wealthy people, this causes animosity and feel-
ings of deprivation compared with others in the 
area. Studies have supported this hypothesis,9 
and this is one of the likely explanations for 
why Washington, DC, which is perhaps the most 
powerful city in the world but also has a large 
portion of severely rundown and poor areas, has 
such a high crime rate compared with any other 
jurisdiction in the country.10 Modern studies 
have also supported this hypothesis in showing 
a clear linear association between higher crime 
rates and localities with more relative depriva-
tion. For example, in more modern times, David 
Sang-Yoon Lee found that crime rates were far 

higher in cities that had wider gaps in income; specifically, the larger the gap between the 
10th and 90th percentiles, the greater the crime levels.11

In addition to the concept of relative deprivation, Quetelet showed that areas with the 
most rapidly changing economic conditions also showed high crime rates (this will be 
discussed later in the chapter when we review Durkheim). Quetelet is perhaps best known 
for this comment: “The crimes . . . committed seem to be a necessary result of our social 
organization. . . . Society prepares the crime, and the guilty are only the instruments by 
which it is executed.”12 This statement makes it clear that crime is a result of societal 
structure and not of individual propensities or personal decision-making. Thus, it is not 
surprising that Quetelet’s position was controversial at the time when he wrote (when 
most theorists were focusing on free will and deterrence) and that he was rigorously 
attacked by critics for removing all decision-making capabilities from his model of behav-
ior. In response, Quetelet argued that his model could help lower crime rates by leading to 
social reforms that address the inequalities of the social structure (such as those between 
the wealthy and the poor).13

One of the essential points of Guerry’s and Quetelet’s work is the positivistic nature of 
their conclusions. Specifically, they both concluded that the distribution of crime is not 
random; rather, it is the result of certain types of persons committing certain types of 
crime in particular places, largely due to the way society is structured and distributes 
resources. This perspective of criminality strongly supports the tendency of crime to be 
clustered in certain places as well as among certain persons in these places. Such findings 
support a structural, positivistic perspective of criminality through which criminality is 
seen as being deterministic and, thus, caused by factors outside an individual’s control. So 
in some ways, the early development of structural theories was in response to the failure 
of the Classical approach to crime control. We will see that as the 19th century drew to a 
close, Classical and deterrence-based perspectives of crime fell out of favor, while social 
structure theories and other positivistic theories of crime, such as the structural models 
developed by Guerry and Quetelet, attracted far more attention.

Durkheim and the Concept of Anomie

Although influenced by earlier theorists (e.g., Comte, Guerry, and Quetelet), Émile 
Durkheim (1858–1916) was perhaps the most influential theorist in modern structural 
perspectives on criminality.14 As discussed above, like most other social theorists of 
the 19th century, he was strongly affected by the political (e.g., American and French) 

collective conscience: 
according to Durkheim, 
the extent to which 
people in a society share 
similarities or likeness; 
the stronger the collective 
conscience, the less crime 
in that community.
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