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This assignment will be discussing whether criminal behaviour is innate or shaped by the environment. It will be discussing how the environment around an individual can shape criminal behaviour, whilst looking at theories that apply. Specifically, it will analyse Subcultural Theory by Cohen and Differential Association by Sutherland, and how they relate to criminal behaviour. Eventually concluding, whilst applying the environmental theories with the evidence provided, if indeed criminal behaviour is innate or formed by the environment.

Firstly, it must be established what environment is in relation to behaviour. Bechtel and Churchman (2002) describe environment as “comprised of mutually defining aspect, including physical (natural and built), interpersonal (e.g. friend, spouse), and sociocultural (rules of home, community, and culture”. This shows that a wide variety of things surrounding an individual can make up their environment.
The first theory to be discussed of how an environment can influence a criminal or criminal behaviour is Cohen’s Subcultural Theory.  Subcultural Theory is based on a collection of individuals that do not consider themselves to be normal functional members of society with ordinary aspirations for example, to have a successful career with a good salary and settle down. Instead making a new subculture with those who come under this status, who were called delinquents. Within their groups, they procced to invent their own personal aspirations for everyday life. These aspirations regularly involve breaking the law and as a result creates a subculture in which law breaking is glorified and worthy to be proud of, as per Cohen (2011).

As an example, in these groups it is considered as a great act to defy the law.  This means those who may be considered outside the societal norms may be more susceptible to join a gang or group like this, as it may give that individual a sense of belonging, they did not have before. Then once they are in the gang, they will join the culture of crime where it becomes a norm, whereas before the gang they may have adhered to the usual societal norm that crime is bad. This shows the environment around the person (for example; the gang) has an effect on criminal behaviour.

A vulnerable individual may be targeted as "gangs often prey on young and other vulnerable people, coercing them to become involved with crime. Violence may be threatened or used to ensure new recruits stay with the gang and carry out criminal activity to fund its existence and its hierarchy”, according to the CPS (2021). As such as "gangs will exploit any vulnerabilities that a child or their family possess" as per Longfield (2019). Behaviour such as this in turn will be considered ordinary. A young person that is inside a group can view it as regular every day normality that is influenced by the surrounding environment. As children mature into an adult, they will then have aspirations for the delinquent subculture inside the group.  “Violence, robbery and sexual offences are 2.1 times more prevalent in the most income-deprived 10% of areas compared to the least income-deprived 10%” (Trust for London, 2022). Meaning those who do live in poorer areas are more likely to be victims of crimes. Therefore, if a child were to grow up in an area like this, they would be more exposed to crime, leading to behaviour like this being normalised. As such, there is a higher chance of people undertaking criminal behaviour who are from poorer areas.

Another environmental theory is Differential association which was suggested by Sutherland (1947) in which he had 3 ideas for his theory; normative conflict, differential association as well as differential group organisation. Differential Association includes criminal behaviour when its thought of as the norm in a community result in a person breaking the law who is a part of this community “Criminal behaviour is learned in a process of intimate groups" (Ross L, 2000). It is those around you in these groups that will teach and demonstrate crime. The individual will then be influenced to act in this way too.
Some variations of differential association definitions are: “Everybody avoids tax”, “That isn’t actually breaking the law”, “I’m able to drive home after some drinks”. The definitions indeed lean in toward breaking the law as such, offer to control and validate this type of behaviour becoming the new norm for individuals and groups. Definitions that look kindly to breaking the law could be tipped in the opposite direction (such as “breaking the law is evil”). Therefore, regarding if breaking the law may occur relies on the definitions in the intimate groups you have close to you.

Consequently, should a person be inside an environment in which there are a higher number of meanings that look kindly to crime as opposed to unkindly, that person is more prone to commit a crime (Ross L, 2000). This could be demonstrated by a friendship group. If there are 10 people in the group and 7 of those people repeat definitions that are favourable to crime, then these will be the ones that are listened to because 7 is the majority. The majority around the individual favour crime and therefore the environment is made where crime is favourable. Whereas, if only 2 of the group favoured crime, it would be much more likely that the individual would lean towards the majority who think that crime is unfavourable.

In conclusion, criminal behaviour can be both innate and shaped. However, it is clearly demonstrated that the environment around an individual has a strong influence over criminal behaviour. Subcultural and differential association theory provides explanations and evidence of how the mentality of those around you can shape your behaviour. If those around the individual commit crime, or are inclined to favour crime, then criminal behaviour will become the therefore, whilst criminal behaviour may be innate in some, it is certainly able to be shaped into anyone, dependant on their circumstances and environment.
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