Two Crimes, Two Responses
White-collar crime, street crime and the power to define harm
Big question: Why are some harms imagined, labelled and punished as “crime”, while other serious harms are framed as regulatory or organisational failures?
Case studies
	Case study A — Street crime
	Case study B — White-collar crime

	A 19-year-old with no fixed address is convicted of shoplifting £180 of goods from a supermarket over several weeks. They are charged, named in the local press and given a custodial sentence.
	A construction firm repeatedly ignores asbestos-handling regulations. Two former workers later die of mesothelioma. The company is fined, no individual is prosecuted and coverage is limited to the trade press.



Your task: two crimes, two responses
In small groups, discuss for 10 minutes. Nominate one note-taker and one spokesperson. Your aim is not simply to decide which case is “worse”, but to explain why the two cases receive such different legal, media and public responses.
1. Which case caused the greater harm? Which was punished more severely and why might there be a mismatch?
2. Who had the power to define each act, and whose interests do those definitions serve?
3. Why does one defendant become a “criminal” in the public imagination while the other becomes a “regulatory breach”?
4. What would a positivist explanation of each case look like, and where does critical criminology depart from it? 
5. What would need to change  in law, policing, regulation, media or wider society for Case B to be treated as seriously as Case A?


Thinking scaffold
	Lens
	Questions to consider

	Harm
	Who is harmed, how seriously, and over what timescale?

	Visibility
	Which harm is easier to see, explain and report?

	Power
	Who has resources, legal expertise, credibility or influence?

	Labelling
	Who is named as a “criminal”, and who is described through neutral or technical language?

	Theory
	Would the explanation focus on the individual, the organisation, social structure, capitalism, inequality or state power?



Theory reminder
Positivist criminology might ask what factors caused the individual or organisation to offend, such as poverty, opportunity, weak controls, poor management systems or rational calculation.
Critical criminology asks a different question: who has the power to define harm as crime, who benefits from that definition, and why powerful actors may be protected from the full weight of criminalisation.
As a contextual example, UK parliamentary reporting describes asbestos as the single greatest cause of work-related deaths in the UK and notes that asbestos-related disease deaths exceed 5,000 per year.
Feedback
One sentence per group: “Who decides what counts as crime here?” Be ready to justify your answer using one concept from today’s session.
