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A critique of the UCD Faculty of Law Criminal Justice Committee’s

views on Social Deprivation and Crime
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Many Irish studies document the extent to which the people, who are processed as culprits by the criminal justice system and, especially, those who end up in prison, come, to a hugely disproportionate extent, from the lowest echelons of Irish society (e.g. Hannon et al 2000, Bacik et al 1998, O’Mahony 1997). These offenders tend to be from very marginalised groups in terms both of material wealth and access to the opportunities and benefits of society. These undeniable facts are the most important and compelling evidence we have on the connection between social deprivation and crime in Ireland.

Mainly due to a growing awareness of these facts, a virtual political consensus, recognising a strong link between crime and social deprivation, has emerged over the last three decades and is demonstrated in many influential official documents including the Whitaker Report (1985), the Inter-Departmental Report on Urban Crime and Disorder (1992) and the Partnership 2000 Document (1996). For example, the Whitaker Report stated that “there can be no doubt that social inequity contributes to the disaffection and alienation which expresses itself in anti-social behaviour,” the Report on Urban Crime and Disorder stated that “failure to assign essential resources to the task of dealing with (socio-economic) factors which contribute towards urban crime and disorder could have extremely serious consequences for Irish society” and the Partnership 2000 Document stated that “social exclusion is one of the major challenges currently facing Irish society. To minimise or ignore this challenge would not only result in social polarisation, which is in itself unacceptable, but also an increase in all the attendant problems such as poor health, crime, drug abuse and alienation which impose huge social and economic costs on our society.”

However, one recent voice of dissent on this issue is that of the Criminal Justice Committee of the Faculty of Law, U.C.D. This group of distinguished academic lawyers deliberately set out to buck the trend in their submission to the National Crime Forum. The National Crime Forum was a consultative process set up by the government with the aim of collating expert and popular thinking and opinion on crime and punishment issues in contemporary Ireland. The Forum was composed of relevant professionals, academics and community representatives and received oral and written submissions from a wide variety of organisations and individuals on a national basis. It produced a report (1999) and eventually led to the establishment of the National Crime Council, a permanent government advisory body.

The U.C.D. Criminal Justice Committee’s submission starts by acknowledging the context of near political unanimity, but goes on to attempt to demolish the foundations of the received wisdom and to expose it as misguided myth. So that there is no question of my misrepresenting their argument, I will quote its key statements verbatim. 

"A striking feature of the current discussion of crime is that virtually everyone, liberals and conservatives alike, seems determined to believe that social conditions lie at the root of the problem. We are sceptical of this view, if only because it fails to account for the phenomenon of spontaneous recovery - the fact that, by and large, criminals tend to give up crime shortly after their 25th birthdays. If social deprivation and alienation really do cause crime, why should they cease to exert their influence on the over-25s. And how are we to explain the fact that the alleged intensification of these factors over the last decade has not lead to a corresponding increase in the level of recorded serious crime? Finally, why is it that social deprivation factors appear to have virtually no influence on females. There are no conclusive answers to these questions, and this fact alone should make us wary of those who, often without any specialist knowledge, recommend expensive community-based solutions to the crime problem. Improving the lot of disadvantaged communities is undoubtedly a good thing in itself and should be pursued for that reason, but there is no scientific reason for supposing that it will significantly affect the crime rate."

A further major point that the Committee make is that "from the criminological viewpoint, the problem in Ireland is not why there is so much crime, but why there is, relatively speaking, so little of it". They go on to propose a demographic explanation; they claim that the fluctuations in the rate of serious crime, are largely a function of the relative size of the crime-prone age-group, the 15 to 25s. Crime, they contend, has been artificially low in Ireland because the size of the crime-prone group has in the past been significantly depressed by large-scale emigration. The final conclusion of the Criminal Justice Committee submission is bold and unequivocal: "It is both vain and wasteful to try to eliminate (or even to significantly reduce) crime as long as the demographic factor, which most accurately predicts it, remains an integral feature of the social landscape". 

Although, personally, I do not find this submission in the least persuasive, I can see that it might have some superficial plausibility, in part because it cleverly exploits some genuine criminological facts and problems. But, in reality, this submission is a rhetorical conjuring trick. While the conjuror uses speed of hand to deceive, this submission relies on a cunning compression of argument that serves to obscure an underlying spurious logic. What I aim to do in this paper is to unpack the various assumptions and implications of this submission and subject them to the kind of critical scrutiny they deserve. This will take some time – much longer than it takes the Committee to try and pull the wool over people’s eyes. However, this is worthwhile because the Committee are misusing their academic authority to give as much support as they can to those, who would minimise or even dismiss altogether the importance of social deprivation and inequity in the production of crime. It is important to challenge such dismissive arguments because, despite all the well-rehearsed rhetoric about social exclusion and despite the seeming virtual political consensus on its relationship to crime, many Irish political leaders in practice remain firmly wedded to policies that perpetuate inequity. 

There are 4 distinct arguments in the submission:

1) the ‘spontaneous remission’ argument

2) the argument about the major sex differential in offending, despite similar exposure to deprivation 

3) the argument about increasing relative deprivation at a time of decreasing crime and

4) the ‘demographic’ argument

I will examine these four arguments in turn. But first, I wish to make a number of points that are essential to the proper understanding of the role of social deprivation in crime. My first point is that that social deprivation is not a unitary concept but rather a complex concept embracing many possible factors or measures on which a person might be more or less deprived. So, a child from a family that is extremely poor in material terms, but rich in the loving quality of its interpersonal relationships, is nevertheless deprived. However, this deprivation is very different to that of a child, who comes from an impoverished background and has the misfortune to also have cruel or indifferent parents. It is crucially important that the many distinct forms and configurations of social deprivation should not be obscured by simplistic generalisations, particularly by the view that deprivation is solely defined by poverty. Poverty is clearly a central component of the concept of social deprivation as it relates to crime, because, in the presence of other relevant conditions, such as poor parenting, it can make a powerful contribution to the promotion of crime. Poverty is also fundamental because it substantially increases the likelihood of occurrence of contributory causes of crime, like poor parenting. Nevertheless, it is important not to equate social deprivation with poverty.

Second, social deprivation is an intrinsically relativistic concept. We sometimes construct criteria for absolute deprivation and this is a meaningful notion in certain contexts. But it is always possible to find someone for whom the defined state of supposed absolute deprivation appears enviable and unattainably desirable. Even some of the poorest of contemporary Irish citizens have a level of security, comfort and access to luxury goods, such as duvets and videos, which Brian Boru, High King of Ireland, as much as the poor of the third world, would consider wondrously wealthy. 

A third important point is that it is not possible to treat the deprivation/crime nexus as a simple cause-effect dyad, implying that deprivation is either a necessary or a sufficient cause of crime or both. No serious treatment of the issues by advocates of the importance of deprivation to crime holds that deprivation is necessary for crime to occur or that crime always follows from deprivation. Only those like the Criminal Justice Committee, who have a vested interest in undermining the link between deprivation and crime, set up the straw man of social deprivation as a necessary or sufficient cause of crime. A background of social deprivation can make an important contribution to offending, but it is not necessary to offending and does not always lead to it. In fact, social deprivation is an extremely important contributory cause of crime, but in much the same way as cigarette smoking is an extremely important contributory cause of lung cancer – that is without ever being either a necessary or sufficient cause of it. 

Finally, it is important to remember that the wider context in which deprivation impacts on crime is almost always very complex, involving many interacting factors; some of which promote, some of which inhibit crime. So you can have warm, engaged, loving parents who successfully promote prosocial behaviour in their children in the midst of the kind of dire poverty, which, in the absence of decent parenting, tends to promote crime. 

The spontaneous remission argument
There are three main flaws in the spontaneous remission argument.  

First, whatever strength this argument has is entirely dependent on the straw man view of social deprivation as a sufficient cause. The Committee’s argument is that the kind of social deprivation, which is supposed to have caused crime, continues after crime ceases at 25, and so could not have been the cause of crime committed before 25. However, desistance from crime at 25 or any other age is only logically relevant to the causal role of social deprivation in crime if social deprivation is characterised as a sufficient cause that inevitably leads to crime. If we accept, as most do when they think about it, that social deprivation does not inevitably lead to crime, then the fact that many people stop committing crime at 25 or any other age, while still experiencing deprivation, is totally beside the point. Indeed, since causes must precede their effects, the process of desistance, which by definition comes after the event of crime, can tell us little about the actual determinants of crime.

The misuse of logic in this argument becomes even clearer, when we extend the argument to other possible causes of crime that persist after the age of cessation of crime. So, for example wickedness, illiteracy, a history of anti-social conditioning or plain stupidity enduring after 25, would, by the Committee’s flawed logic, be ruled out as causes of all the crime occurring before 25. Indeed almost every causal factor will be ruled out by this logic, except perhaps youth itself. Of course, if it were true that all crime ceases at 25, youth would actually be a necessary condition for crime. The reality, however, is that there are no necessary or sufficient causes of crime only contributory causes.

Figure 1 unpacks the logic of the Committee’s argument. The Committee make two separate errors. First, their reasoning only makes sense, if they are proposing the straw man version of the relationship between social deprivation and crime (A), since the non-occurrence of crime after 25 years, despite the presence of social deprivation, is not at all contradictory of (B). However, nobody apart from the Committee proposes (A). Second, the Committee make a reasonable deduction when moving from (C) to (D). In other words, they are correct in their conclusion that social deprivation is not a sufficient cause of crime. However, they draw the further erroneous conclusion (E) that, because social deprivation is not a sufficient cause of crime, it cannot be any kind of a cause of crime in Time 1. In fact, they are only permitted to conclude that social deprivation can but will not always lead to crime in Time 1.

Figure 1

A) Committee’s (Straw man) Proposition:

<<     Time 1     Up to 25th Birthday    >>   

Social deprivation                            Crime

X                            ( (leads to)          Y

                                 Always

------------------------------------------------------------------------

B) The generally  accepted Proposition:

Social deprivation                             Crime

X                              (                         Y

                          Sometimes
-------------------------------------------------------------------------

C)

 <<     Time 2  After 25th birthday     >>

Social deprivation                              Crime

    X                          (                         Y

                       Never or rarely

-------------------------------------------------------------------------

D) Therefore it  is false that:

 <<     Time 1     Up to 25th Birthday    >>   

Social deprivation                             Crime

X                              (                         Y

                           Always
-------------------------------------------------------------------------
E) Therefore it is false that

<<     Time 1     Up to 25th Birthday    >>       

 Social deprivation                           Crime
     X                         (                         Y                                  

                              Ever

-------------------------------------------------------------------------
The second major flaw is that the Committee’s selection of 25 as the age of cessation of crime is arbitrary and entirely unsupported by the empirical evidence. At first sight this assertion might seem merely ludicrous. However, it is not entirely absurd because, after all, people do occasionally undergo Pauline conversions, whether on the road to Damascus or on the lane out of Mountjoy Prison. People do suddenly and permanently give up drugs or crime or like St Augustine abandon forever the life of the libertine. Indeed, the process of desistance from crime or ‘maturing out’ of crime is a recognised and widely studied phenomenon and, logically, if there is genuine desistance, there must be a pivotal point, when the final crime is committed.

However, the Criminal Justice Committee greatly exaggerates the level of desistance from crime by those of about 25. For example, a recent survey of Irish prisoners found that the average age of male prisoners was 28 years (Hannon et al 2000) and the large majority of these had been in prison for a short period. Redmond (2002) found that the average age of people committed to prison for fine default in Ireland was 33 years. The English National Prison Survey (Walmsley et al 1992) indicated that 41% of prisoners are over 30 and 17% over 40. In the U.S. Blumstein and Cohen (1987) have adduced evidence that career criminals continue their high rates of offending, when not in prison, until around 40 and only begin ‘maturing out’ from this point. Even in Ireland, more serious career criminals, such as those involved in organised crime, tend to be far older than 25. Indeed, there are numerous forms of crime for which relatively advanced years and the status, power or responsibility that generally come with age are almost a requirement. 

It is obvious that the Criminal Justice Committee arrived at the age of 25 years in a purely arbitrary and unscientific manner. Interestingly, if one averages the mean age of cessation for ‘adolescence-limited’ offenders (Moffitt 1993) and the mean age of cessation for career criminals, one would probably find that the grand average for the two distinct types of offender comes out somewhere in the region of 25 years. But this is not evidence for the proposition that most offenders cease offending at 25 years, but rather for the contrary. 

The third major flaw is that the Committee seriously misunderstand the process of desistance from crime and more broadly, the way in which causal factors operate in complex human social behaviour. They construe desistance as if it were some kind of biologically pre-programmed switch-off that happens at 25. They even refer to the process as ‘spontaneous remission’, as if criminals experienced a sudden, inexplicable cure for their 'disease of criminality' at the age of 25. The Committee fail to recognise that there is no logical or empirical reason why a causal factor cannot play a predominant role at one stage of development and a much attenuated, weak or non-existent role at another stage. So for example the ‘raging hormones’ that so beset the teenager are unknown to the six year old and much dimmed for the sixty year old.

Maturing out of crime undoubtedly happens (Loeber and Leblanc 1990), but it is everywhere understood as a long-drawn out, complex, incremental process. It is more usually a process of attrition than a Pauline conversion. Maturing out of crime refers to a process experienced by established adult criminals and must be distinguished from the very different process whereby many teenagers, as part of normal development, experiment with and quickly cease involvement in various lesser forms of offending. The majority of teenage offenders do desist from offending as they adapt to the roles and responsibilities of adulthood, but this process is quite normal and relatively uncomplicated when compared with the more protracted and multi-faceted desistance process experienced by offenders with serious and extensive criminal careers. 

Understanding desistance by established career criminals involves appreciating the way in which the personal calculus of costs and benefits changes significantly with age, resulting in different patterns of behaviour and, usually, in greater conformity to social norms. This is a complex developmental, psychological and social process, related to factors such as peer pressure, marriage, the changing personal meaning of imprisonment, the net profits of criminal activity, and the biological and psychological effects of aging, including depletion of physical strength and energy, a changing sense of time, a more realistic conception of risk and a greater sense of personal vulnerability. All of these factors combine to provide a credible, indeed compelling answer as to why, when social deprivation is a significant cause of crime, serious criminal activity tends to cease in relatively early adulthood, even while deprivation continues unabated. 

Crime such as burglary, robbery and theft, are by and large a young person's game. Youthful vigour, rebelliousness, curiosity, daring, frustration and boredom are among the many age-related factors that can be shown to play a role in the causation of crime. Youth is the time when people whatever their background are more likely to become involved in offending. For most, this is a fleeting and relatively insignificant part of their formative experimentation and exploration of personal identity. However, this does not in any way negate or explain away the incontrovertible fact that the youths, who become involved in more crime and more serious crime and who go on to become career criminals, tend overwhelmingly to be from multiply deprived backgrounds.

The sex differential argument

Like the previous argument, this argument depends on the straw man view of social deprivation as a sufficient cause. Unless you expect social deprivation to always lead to crime, the supposed fact that it does not precipitate crime in women is utterly irrelevant to its role in precipitating crime in men. 

The force of this argument relies on the further assumption that social deprivation can be expected to operate on women in the same way as it does on men. This is an untenable assumption, if only because it is foolish to expect men and women to react in the same way to almost anything. The widest and deepest social and psychological divide in human society is that between the sexes.

Of course, this is not to deny that the major differential in the propensity for crime between men and women is fascinating and important and demands explanation. Part of that explanation will have to address how both sex-linked biological factors, socially constructed gender roles and the psychological differentiation process interact with social deprivation and other factors to lower the likelihood of offending for women.

But, in reality women do commit crime. The sex ratio widens as the seriousness of offending or of the sanctions imposed increases. So about 15% of juveniles receiving an official police caution, 5% of those convicted, but only about 2% of those imprisoned are female. The important question then is does social deprivation have a role to play in the relatively small amount of crime women commit or, alternately, are the women who commit crime more socially deprived than those who do not. And, of course, the empirical evidence is unequivocal that, at every level of seriousness, social deprivation plays an immensely important role.

It is also interesting that, totally contrary to the Committee’s view, historical change in the crime rates for women offers compelling and unmistakeable evidence for the major role of deprivation and disadvantage in crime What is now St Patrick’s Institution for juvenile offenders was originally built as the Women’s Prison at Mountjoy, comprising around one third of the 600 cells in the mid-nineteenth century complex. This was at a time when the quite sizeable Grangegorman Prison was dedicated to women and women were also held in numerous local prisons. In fact in that period about a third of all prisoners in Ireland were women. This can be compared with the tiny proportion of 2-3% of women prisoners to be found in the Irish prison population in recent decades. This dramatic change undoubtedly confirms the important role of the social milieu and in particular of the distribution of wealth and opportunity in determining the definition of crime, its incidence and society’s response to it.

The social role of women has been transformed since the Victorian era, and most obviously the dreadful conditions of abject poverty, lack of employment and hopelessness, which led many women in that time to become vagrants, beggars, drunks, prostitutes and thieves, have, happily, been largely abolished. Extreme poverty and lack of opportunity have been alleviated and consequently, the criminal justice system is no longer required to suppress the relatively minor forms of deviance to which many women were driven by desperation and brutally harsh social and economic conditions.

The increasing relative deprivation decreasing crime argument

The Criminal Justice Committee has made the observation that crime has recently decreased in a period of 'alleged' increased social inequity and alienation. In the context of this submission this is a rather tentative and timidly made argument. The use of the word ‘alleged’ suggests the Committee want to have their cake and eat it. On the one hand, they, perhaps justifiably, demand evidence that crime has increased with increasing relative deprivation, but, on the other, they insinuate that there has been no increase in relative deprivation.

At any rate, their argument seriously understates the rapidity and complexity of recent social and economic change and the convoluted associations of these changes with the prevalence of crime. The fall in the unemployment rate, including the long-term unemployment rate, the fall in levels of absolute poverty and the plethora of projects to increase social inclusion in employment, housing and education can hardly be counted as signs of increased social inequality and alienation. Moreover, there have been significant changes within the criminal justice system that, it is reasonable to conclude, may have impacted directly on crime rates, independently of changes in structures relevant to social inequality. For example, since 1996, there has been a galvanised response by the Garda Siochana to drug crime and organised crime.  The Criminal Assets Bureau has been established and a raft of legislation has been introduced in order to strengthen and streamline the law enforcement and criminal justice process. There has also been a very significant (close to 50%) increase in the prison population, which can be expected to at least temporarily depress crime figures. Finally and most importantly, the greatly increased provision of methadone maintenance for heroin abusers, in other words the free supply of opiates by the State, is likely to have greatly reduced the immense amount of crime driven by the economic need to raise money for drug fixes.

Of course, a much stronger argument was available to the Committee since, in Ireland over recent decades, crime has increased as affluence has increased and as levels of defined absolute poverty have declined. However, according to most theorists, it is the psychological experience of relative disadvantage that is most crucial to the promotion of offending. It is the sense that one is devalued and stigmatised in comparison with most other citizens and the realization that one has no legitimate access to goods, such as motor cars, which have become normative in society. It is these kind of psychological reactions and attitudes to the experience of relative deprivation that can motivate and promote crime given the presence of other factors favouring criminality. What constitutes poverty and exclusion has been totally redefined as Irish society becomes more affluent and as social welfare provision improves. Arguably, despite growing affluence, there has been a substantial increase in the amount of relative deprivation experienced in Irish society since the 1950s, when a large majority shared an almost universally austere material lifestyle. However, as I have already discussed, relative material deprivation is only one aspect of social deprivation and is, moreover, unlikely to have a straightforward linear relationship with crime – certainly not one that can be reliably identified over the span of the few short years of the Celtic Tiger.

The demographic argument

The Committee appear to be playing their trump card with the demographic argument, not least because this argument is based on a number of fairly well established criminological facts.

It is the case that almost half of all recorded crime is committed by people under 20 years and that a majority of offences are committed by males aged between 15 and 25. It is, therefore, reasonable to suppose that the rate of crime will tend to be related to the size of the segment of the male population who fall in the 15-25 year age group. It is also the case that compared to neighbouring countries Ireland has a low crime rate across most categories of offence. Given that Ireland has a disproportionate number of people in the relevant age group, it is, therefore, reasonable for the Committee to suggest that a key question is 'why has Ireland so little crime?'

It is also widely believed that the large-scale emigration of young people from Ireland throughout most of the twentieth century, has been one of the key factors holding Irish crime rates at a relatively low level. This haemorrhage of youthful dynamism, ambition and rebelliousness led to a highly conservative, introverted, conformist, deferential and stagnant social milieu dominated by complacent and ineffectual political and professional elites and an overweening Catholic Church.

However, a fundamental error underlies the general argument that demography is the major causal factor in crime. The Committee’s demographic argument derives its weight from the fact that it is advisable to pay attention to relevant denominators as well as numerators when examining statistical trends. In other words, when comparing crime figures over time or between countries we should take account of changes in population size and differences in population composition. The most obvious way in which we do this is by constructing rates per capita, such as murders per 100,000. The Committee’s main focus is on growth or decline in the size of the crime-prone young male segment of the population. Commentators often omit to adjust for changes in this particular population segment or even to make the more general per capita demographic adjustment. This omission may be due variously to ignorance, forgetfulness, laziness, lack of data or the desire to sensationalise. When the adjustment is made, seemingly alarming growth in crime (the numerator) can sometimes be partly explained - and thus rendered less alarming - in terms of growth in the size of the population or of identified categories of people, such as crime-prone young males (the denominator). See Table 1 for a notional example. 

Table 1

1975   70,000   Indictable Crimes          for a   Population of  3.5 million

1995   100,000 Indictable Crimes          for a   Population  of  4 million

Per Capita rates (100,000):

1975 -  2,000 

1995 -  2,500   

Unadjusted increase in rate (on the basis of raw figures ie  30,000/70,000)

=  43%

Adjusted increase in rate (on the basis of per capita rates ie 500/2,000)

=A 25% 

25% is a truer and far less alarming reflection of the increase.
Unfortunately, the Committee appear to have fallen into the trap of thinking that this purely statistical explaining away or accounting for part of the increase in crime is in fact a form of causal explanation. However, the need to adjust for changes in the denominator variable is not about tracing causes but about deflating exaggerated claims of difference.

The analysis of rates based on demographic variables has two main functions – first, as just discussed, to aid and regulate comparison by ensuring the comparison of like with like, and second as a first step in a refining process aimed at identifying possible causal relationships. In this latter process, we normally begin the hunt for causes by examining broadband demographic variables such as age, sex, nationality or race. There are very few phenomena indeed that are completely explained by such variables. However, if we discover that the incidence of a phenomenon is greater in say men than women, this can be a useful clue that narrows the continuing search for causal links. But it is usually only the first step in the refinement process. The Committee, however, having discovered that crime is linked to maleness and youth, immediately call a halt to the search for causes, arguing, as it were, that these two variables are all that matters to the explanation of crime. They appear to believe that the demographic adjustment discounts all other variables when in fact its sole purpose is to discount youth and maleness.

It is undoubtedly a true and important fact that maleness and youthfulness are linked to crime. However, to learn more, it is essential to move on from this insight and examine the suspect group of young males. It is necessary to investigate how crime varies across young males and whether potential explanatory variables such as social deprivation, IQ, physical strength, religious affiliation etc are associated with this variation. The committee’s demographic argument is a way of avoiding this task and is premissed on a circular and erroneous assumption that crime is spread evenly amongst crime-prone young males, regardless of their experience of social deprivation. They have clearly misunderstood the role of what is called the null hypothesis in statistical analysis. It is the case that the comparison of rates is based on an initial assumption or expectation of no difference, that is on a null hypothesis that incidence is spread randomly or evenly across the sample studied. But this is a theoretical assumption not an empirical statement of fact. It is simply a technical device, a temporary stance adopted  to enable, whenever justified by the figures, the rejection of that same underlying theoretical assumption.

So, for example, we might investigate whether the incidence of crime amongst young males is what we would expect under the null hypothesis that crime is evenly spread across the whole population. We will discover that males offend far more than females and that young males offend far more than males in general. We will therefore reject the null hypothesis, thereby abandoning the original theoretical expectation of even distribution. However, the Committee mistakenly believe that the assumption of the even spread of crime amongst all young males is an actual reflection of the empirical facts as opposed to a provisional statistical hypothesis. The Committee compound this error by using their misconception as a pretext for not examining relationships between other variables and the distribution of crime amongst young males. Of course, if they had taken the trouble to investigate the empirical situation, they would have found that crime rates vary dramatically across young males in a way that indicates extremely strong links between crime and social deprivation. 

There is also a flagrant self-contradiction at the heart of the Committee’s argument about emigration. They suggest that Ireland has a low level of crime for a country with so many young males; on the other hand, they explain the relative lack of crime as due to the loss of young males to emigration. One demographic analysis (a surplus of young males) is used to stand up the interpretation that we have a low level of crime, but a fundamentally conflicting demographic analysis (a scarcity of young males) is used to explain this low level. It is by no means well established that Irish crime rates correlate with the emigration patterns of young males. However, Ireland, with a very high birth rate, has, by international comparison, a high proportion of young males even after emigration is taken into account and, yet, still has a relatively low level of crime. This means that we must seek the explanation for low crime mainly in terms of social structures and cultural features peculiar to the Irish situation rather than in terms of demographic relationships per se. 

Similarly when we examine crime trends over time and adjust for the number of young males in the population, any emerging differences in rates over time are not explainable in terms of the demographic factor, because this has been explicitly taken into account by the procedure. The differences are precisely those differences that persist after the demographic factor has been considered and they inevitably direct the search for causes elsewhere. Table 2 presents actual Irish figures and shows a remarkable level of variation in the number of indictable crimes per 1,000 males in the 15-25 years age group. Only if this rate had remained constant, say at the .75 level for 1961, could we have any confidence that we need look no further than the number of young males in the population for an explanation of rising or declining crime.

Table 2
Year         Males 15-25       Crimes        Rate per 1000

                                                                 Males 15-25       

1961            200,700            15,000              0.75

1971            246,700            32,000              1.33

1981            307,100            89,000              2.96

1991            307,900            94,000              3.31

2001            383,500            85,000              2.23
To instance one particular period, the 250% increase in crime between 1975 and 1983 was not matched by a similar rise in the number of young males in the population, but it can be strongly linked to the heroin epidemic that swept through the Dublin underclass at that time. Indeed, over recent decades there have been several sudden, relatively short but dramatic surges and downturns in crime that cannot be explained in terms of demographic shift. Indeed these fluctuations totally defy demographic explanation. For example, the downturn in officially recorded crime (excluding personal violence) in the five years of the Celtic Tiger has been quite remarkable. In total contradiction to the Committee’s thesis, it has been accompanied by a major decrease in emigration and indeed by a huge influx of young immigrants into Ireland. This probably temporary improvement in crime figures is, in fact, mainly linked to change in social and criminal justice structures and societal conditions of the kind already mentioned rather than to change in demographic composition.

Ultimately, the study of population composition and demographic trends cannot illuminate the issue of social deprivation and crime, unless social deprivation is explicitly examined as a focal variable in the analysis. The Committee’s demographic argument begs the question by ruling out the examination of social deprivation from the start. The total irrelevance of the so-called demographic argument to the issue of social deprivation and crime is well illustrated in the Committee’s preposterous statement that we should make no attempt to combat crime “as long as the demographic factor remains an integral feature of the social landscape”. Since the demographic factor is nothing more than a statistical way of taken account of the facts and will always be an inextricable and fairly inconsequential feature of the social landscape, this statement is tantamount to saying we will never be in a position to combat crime. But perhaps what they really meant to say is that we will always have crime as long as we have young males – a bland truism that is not even necessarily true.

To conclude, then, my view is that the submission of the Criminal Justice Committee of the Faculty of Law, U.C.D. is embarrassingly inept as a logical argument, statistically naïve and utterly neglectful of the scientific facts. The various tendentious and obfuscatory arguments used fail utterly to show that social deprivation is not a cause of crime. The arguments also fail to justify their very defeatist and dismissive concluding recommendation. This highly objectionable, groundless and irresponsible recommendation in effect calls for the suspension of all crime prevention programmes based on the crime/social deprivation thesis. The submission so far from upholding this dismal recommendation is, on close examination, exposed as a fruitless exercise in ideologically driven rhetoric.
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