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Competitiveness in
J. B. Braithwaite mo=°°—m m:n
Delinquency

Some theories to explain the relationship between school failure and
delinquency are examined. It is argued that it is the condition of status
deprivation through being given a low rank on the status hierarchy of the
school that leads to delinquency. Policies of equality of opportunity achieve
a reordering of children on the hierarchy, but leave the hierarchy itself
intact. Delinquency may be part of a more general pathology which arises
from competitiveness in schools.

Two of the best supported hypotheses in delinquency research are
that children who fail at school are likely to become seriously delin-
quent,® and that lower class children have high delinquency rates.?
Albert Cohen has built a theory of delinquency around these two
propositions.?

Lower class children, says Cohen, fail at school because they are
culturally and intellectually deprived, and because the middle class status
system of the school is foreign to their lower class socialization. Their
failure and humiliation make them so bitter that they react against
everything that the school stands for. This reaction formation consists
of the adoption of values which are the exact inverse of the middle class
values of the school. They exhibit contempt instead of respect for
property and authority, immediate impulse gratification instead of
impulse control, apathy instead of ambition, toughness instead of control
of aggression, and so on. The lower class delinquent’s conduct is right
by the standards of his subculture precisely because it is wrong by the
standards of the school. Cohen sees the delinquent subculture as a
solution to the status problem of the lower class youth. Denied status
in the respectable society, the delinquent subculture provides him with
criteria of status which he can achieve. Many policy makers have
inferred from Cohen’s theory that an effective way to reduce delinquency
is to provide greater educational opportunities for lower class children.
For example, many of the equality of opportunity programmes in the
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competitive system. Witness the classic case of the successful business-
man plagued by an ulcer.

If the school is the mouse race that prepares us for the rat race, then
a solution to the social pathology of the rat race may lie within the
school.
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