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Lecturer: P Doyle
Explain the main historical theories of crime and apply one/some of the theories to a modern-day context (case study)




[bookmark: Bookmark]There are many theories of crime, but before we delve into the theories it may be worth discussing what crime is?

Criminologists have found it hard to come to a consensus on what crime is according to Jeffery (1956). Crime as defined by Tappan (cited in Lanier and Henry, 2001: 208) “an intentional act or omission in violation of criminal law …, committed without defence or justification, and sanctioned by the state as a felony or misdemeanour.” He also went on to suggest that people who are studies as criminals must be convicted of a crime.” Criminology is described as the study of crime and its critical analysis of the administration of the criminal justice system (McLaughlin, 2005). 

One of the first theories of crime was classicism this theory presumes that a person has free will and criminal activity was derived from choice and hedonistic impulses of the individual (Newburn, 2017). One of the early ideologists of this theory is Beccaria (around the eighteenth century), his theory was based on three main points:
Certainty how likely will there be punishment for committing the crime
Celerity how quickly will the punishment be carried out for the crime
Severity how severe will the punishment be.
Beccaria’s theory had the assumption that it was in the common interests of all that delinquent behaviour or crimes should not be committed (Taylor et al, 2013)
Beccaria believed that the more likely that you are to be punished for your actions the more likely you are to be deterred to commit delinquent acts (Newburn, 2017:214). Beccaria’s ideas where a basis for most criminal justice systems as they the idea is the punishment to fit the crime (Taylor et al, 2013).

This theory has been criticised as this theory relies on a social contract and doesn’t take into consideration that people sometimes commit crime for rational reasons and not irrational ones, such as starving and stealing food to quell the hunger (Taylor et al, 2013). Also, Case et al (2017)   says that this theory over reliance on rational thought led to people with mental health issues being convicted and children, meaning that they had full rational choices. Case et al (2017) also states that Judges at the time could not take circumstances into account due to the criminal justice system believing people who commit crime do so rationally.
Case et al (2017) suggests that this theory does not take into consideration that laws are made by persons who have the power and wealth and that these laws in turn are made to protect their interests.

Merton (1938) suggests that people who are branded deviant may have recourse to crime as consequence of alienation from society. They may find it difficult to obtain jobs, which raises the stress levels resulting from the use of illegitimate means. This in turn forces people to associate with criminals as they cannot access conventional groups or build relationships due to stigmatisation, again this then forces people to accept their new label and then they conform to their own perception (Merton et al, 1968). 

Merton (1968) stated that there is a relationship between wider society and the individual by making the following observations “A cardinal American virtue is ‘ambition’ and this promotes a cardinal American vice of Deviant behaviour” (Merton, 1968 cited in Zebrowski, 2011)

Merton has been criticised for his work by Marxists who state that his ideology is bourgeois as it does not consider whose interests society is serving and for Marxist’s that would be Capitalism. Also, Merton fails to explain why people are law abiding most of the time and only a small number of which commit crimes (Giddens, 2013).

Hirschi (1969) suggests that people weigh up the pros and cons before committing a crime as a risk/reward scale and suggests that there are four areas that are that allow people to conduct themselves in a law-abiding manner. These areas are:

Attachment (to family and friends)
Commitment (to normal lifestyles)
Involvement (everyday activities)
Beliefs (respect for authority)
					(Giddens, 2013:933)

Hirschi (1969, cited in Giddens (2013)), believes that when these social controls are strong then people will conform with their behaviour, however when these bonds are weak this is when society starts to see delinquency and criminal behaviour. This approach suggests that individuals with low self-control have inadequate socialisation at home or at school (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990).
 
Criticisms of Hirschi’s social control theory are that Marxists suggest that the theory blames people on the fringes of society and that these people are victims of a biased society where there is a lack of opportunities for work. Interactionists would argue that middle class crimes such as fraud are not counted, and they are just as criminal as theft. (Thompson, 2016).

Psychological positivist theory’s on crime focus on behaviourism and mental traits and mental processes, an example of this is that people with low intelligence are more likely to commit crime (Heidt, 2014). 

Allport (1937, cited in Heidt, 2014) suggests that personality philosophy stresses human autonomy and internal neural and emotional mechanisms that affect behaviour. For instance, abilities, temperament, behaviour, talents, personalities and characteristics. 

Cohen (1972) studied two groups called the mod’s and rockers, these two groups were studied for their delinquent behaviour. This study was based on labelling with a focus on how people or groups are labelled, the label then is used to determine how that person or group acts. Part of the labelling is made via the mass media and the role it plays in defining society (Marsh et al, 2011).

Cohen believed that throughout the post war period there have been repeated ‘moral panics’ with youth culture being labelled as deviant for being different in their behaviour from the norm such as the Teddy Boys, Mods and Rockers, Hells Angels and Skinheads and more recently hoodies (Marsh et al, 2011).



Jewkes, 2004 has suggested that there are five features of a moral panic
• Moral panics happen when the media presents an event that is ordinary as extraordinary (such as a one-off occurrence as a habitual event e.g. mods and rockers in Brighton)
• The media can initiate a reinforcement of deviant culture, through which the subjects of the panic are viewed as a source of moral decline and social disintegration.  
• Moral panics explain the moral limits of the society in which they occur.
 • Moral panics occur during periods of rapid social change and anxiety. 
• Young people are the usual target of moral panics, their behaviour is ‘regarded as a barometer to test the health or sickness of as society’.  				(Jewkes, 2004, p 67 cited in Marsh et al, 2011)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Jewkes (2004) criticises Cohens ideas, as there is a lack of definition of what a moral panic consists of Cohen states that they are short periods of hysteria which dissipate after a weeks or months. Even though Cohen says that moral panics provide boundaries of how society accepts or doesn’t accept behaviour, he does not focus on why the groups behave in the way they do in the first place.

Jewkes (2004) also states that Cohen assumes that deviant groups are economically marginalised, and their behaviours are a consequence of boredom and financial hardship. 

Jewkes (2004) also states that Cohen concentrates too much on the media and less on the deviant behaviour (reaction instead of long-term effects). 

Another theory of crime is social learning theory this was a theory that became popular in the 1970’s with one of the main theorists Bandura. Bandura (1977) states people learn by watching the actions, attitudes and effects of those behaviours of others. It is through this observation of others that we form our own ideas of how behaviours are preformed, and this is then used as a guide for any new action that we perform.

Bandura (1977) also states that environmental factors such as neighbourhoods are also influence’s in explaining human behaviour in social learning theory.
Akers (2019:115), defines social learning theory for crime and deviant behaviour as:
“….the probability that persons will engage in criminal and deviant behaviour is increased and their probability of conforming to the norm is decreased when they differentially associate with others who commit criminal behaviour and espouse definitions favourable to it are relatively more exposed in person or symbolically salient criminal/deviant models, define it as desirable or justified in a situation discriminative for the behaviour, and received in the past and anticipate in the current or future situation relatively greater reward or punishment for the behaviour.”

This suggests that a person is far more likely to commit a criminal act when they collaborate with persons who are already commit crime or deviant behaviour, they also will commit this act even if they feel there is justification for the act no matter the risk or reward.


Some of the criticisms of social learning theory are aimed at the fact that is does not account for the development of thoughts and feelings and that although we have control over them it does not mean that we will be more likely to become criminals because of experiences we have such as seeing violence and the copying that behaviour.

Another criticism of Bandura’s theory is that the idea that commitment to our environment is the major influence on people’s behaviour and that due to this it is limiting to think of it as solely a conflict between nurture and nature. Behaviour is thought to me more complex than this. Also, social learning theory is does not consider when there is no role model in someone’s life where that person learns to imitate a behaviour (McLeod, 2016).

Conflict theorists such as Taylor, Walton and Young (1973) rejected the idea that deviant behaviour is determined by biology but deliberately chosen out of a political ideation. People actively choose to take interest in deviant behaviour to rise up against inequalities in the capitalist system (Giddens, 2015).


One perspective was from Sigmund Freud (1923) who said that there are three parts to the human psyche the ID, the Ego and the Superego. The ID is where we derive our pleasure area and it constantly looks to get gratification for example food or sex. The Super Ego is our conscience and this part serves to control our impulses, it develops as we socialise and becomes a moral compass (Freud (1923) as cited in Heidt et al, 2014). As a result, when we feel guilt it is because our ego is keeping the ID in control and helps us to in future to behave in socially acceptable ways. When none of these actually keep people in check then the result is psychopathy (Heidt,2 014:63) The ego serves as an arbiter between the two and this helps us to make compromises between the ID and the Superego (Freud (1923) as cited in Heidt et al, 2014). Moore (2011) suggests that there is a conflict when delinquent behaviour occurs and that causes the individual pain, the individual then pushes the delinquent behaviour into their unconscious. This then leads to the individual creating coping mechanisms which can lead to personality traits and problematic behaviours such as delinquency (Shoemaker 2005, cited in Moore 2011).

Psychological Positivists such as Freud make assumptions that people’s behaviour aspects are based on primal needs such as sex in order to obtain gratification and this in turn would mean if a crime is committed by that person then it is for their own gratification (Heidt, 2014). This theory is a consensus orientated due to the assumption that people adhere to the law because they have a normal personality (Akers and Sellers, 2013 cited in Heidt, 2014). 


Some of these theories could be implemented in studying the case of James Bulger’s killers.

James Bulger aged 2 was killed by Robert Thompson and Jon Venables both aged 10 on the 12th of February 1993. The two boys kidnapped James Bulger and led him to train tracks where they brutally beat James to death with stones and an iron bar. The two boys were found guilty of the murder and were given a minimum of 8 years in detention (Smith, 2011). 

This tragic incident leads to many questions as to what drives two boys at the age of 10 to commit such a heinous act. Did the two boys witness violent acts at home. Thompson saw his mother and siblings suffer physical and sexual violence at the hands of his father.  There was also bullying at home as Thompsons older brothers would bully him and his mother was an alcoholic (Smith, 2011). This would lend ideation to Banduras social learning theory that we learn from our environment.

Although Venables did not witness any violence at home, and there was no evidence of him being bullied, in fact evidence suggest that he was the instigator of bulling of others (Smith, 2011). There is little evidence here that social learning theory would apply to Venables here as there is little to show how he learnt his delinquent behaviours.

Beccaria’s theory that the fear of punishment for your actions that you will be less likely to commit a crime does not stand up to this as the boys have not shown any fear of getting caught for the crime until they had been taken into the police station to be interviewed.

Merton’s (1938) theory could be used here as the boy’s were branded in school as deviant because of fighting and truancy and this in turn could have led to the boys feeling alienated from their peer groups and the school (Hagedorn, 1993). In turn this could have led to them not being able to build relationships with others at the school due to stigmatisation and so they began to conform to their new status/ label (Merton et al, 1968).


A moral panic ensued over “video nasty’s” or horror films. The media latched onto the idea that the boys had watched a violent slasher film, giving rise to the idea that watching such movies causes violence. There is little evidence to imply, that it caused the delinquent behaviour of the boys (Crime investigation). The Ideation of a moral panic was first realised in Cohens work, the media furore that surrounded the video nasty’s (horror films) showed that the media crated a moral panic where although the thought was initially dismissed, a year after a study at Nottingham University stated that there was a nativity in the failure to predict that the content of the films would have a damaging effect on the children (Hollingshead, 2005). This resulting moral panic resulted in the Video Recordings Act being reviewed and tightened (Petley, 2012).

This was not the only ‘Moral Panic’ that this case had, the fact that the two boys were so young created an outcry from the community, this created a thought that social order was decaying due to such an act having been committed. The result of which produced a social problem that required examination and political interventions (Gavin, 2013).

Freuds theories could also be applied here as there is an element that there could be psychopathy, although the boys knew right from wrong, their ID and superego would seem to have not been restrained by their ego resulting in the boys having an amoral, it could have been possible that one of the boys to have this disorder and coerced the other in to committing the crime together (Crime investigation).

Some of the theories of crime do seem to have merits such as Banduras social learning theory, and Cohens work on moral panics. It could also be said that Beccaria’s theories on crime have merit also, due to the fact that it is implemented in most criminal justice systems around the world (Taylor et al, 2013). It could be suggested that there is not one standalone explanation for crime and deviancy but that there are many reasons why and that a combination of all theories explain different elements of delinquent behaviour. As for the James Bulger murder, it may never really be known why the actions the two boys committed such an atrocity, but some of the theories shown may provide an insight.
References
Akers, R., Sellers, C. and Jennings, W., n.d. Criminological Theories. 7th ed. London: Routledge.
Bandura, A., 1977. Social Learning Theory. 1st ed. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall.
Casey, S., Johnson, P., Manlow, D., Smith, R. and Williams, K., 2017. Criminology. 1st ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Crime + Investigation. 2020. Born Evil: What Drove James Bulger's Underage Killers?. [online] Available at: <https://www.crimeandinvestigation.co.uk/article/born-evil-what-drove-james-bulgers-underage-killers> [Accessed 6 March 2020].
Gavin, H., 2013. Criminological And Forensic Psychology. 1st ed. London: Sage, pp.84-98.
Giddens, A. and Sutton, P., 2013. Sociology. 7th ed. Cambridge: Polity Press, pp.920-937.
Gottfredson, M. and Hirschi, T., 1990. A General Theory Of Crime. 1st ed. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press.
Hagedorn, J., 1993. James Bulger: The Difficult Pupils Schools Cannot Afford. [online] The Independent. Available at: <https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/james-bulger-the-difficult-pupils-schools-cannot-afford-1507263.html> [Accessed 7 March 2020].
Heidt, J. and Wheeldon, J., 2014. Introducing Criminological Thinking. 1st ed. London: SAGE.
Henry, S. and Lanier, M., 2001. What Is Crime?. 1st ed. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield.
Hirschi, T., 1969. Causes Of Delinquency. 1st ed. San Fransico: Beckeley: University of California Press.
Hollingshead, I., 2005. Loose Ends: Whatever Happened To The 'Video Nasties' Row?. [online] the Guardian. Available at: <https://www.theguardian.com/film/2005/oct/15/comment.features> [Accessed 6 March 2020].
Jeffery, C., 1956. The Structure of American Criminological Thinking. The Journal of Criminal Law, Criminology, and Police Science, 46(5), p.658.
Jewkes, Y., 2004. Media & Crime. 2nd ed. London: Sage, pp.81-109.
Krohn, M., Hendrix, N., Penly Hall, G. and Lizotte, A., 2019. Handbook On Crime And Deviance. 2nd ed. Cham: Springer International Publishing, pp.113- 117.
Marsh, I. and Melville1, G., 2011. MORAL PANICS AND THE BRITISH MEDIA – A LOOK AT SOME CONTEMPORARY ‘FOLK DEVILS’. [online] Pdfs.semanticscholar.org. Available at: <https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/910d/bb3dec56ff6fc246ba2b7145321686449c76.pdf> [Accessed 6 March 2020].
Mcleod, S., 2016. Albert Bandura | Social Learning Theory | Simply Psychology. [online] Simplypsychology.org. Available at: <https://www.simplypsychology.org/bandura.html> [Accessed 8 March 2020].
Merton, R. and Merton, R., 1968. Social Theory And Social Structure. New York, NY: Free Press.
Merton, R., 1938. Social Structure and Anomie. American Sociological Review, 3(5), p.672.
Moore, M., 2011. Psychological Theories of Crime and Delinquency. Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 21(3), pp.226-239.
Newburn, T., 2017. Criminology. 3rd ed. London: Routledge.
Petley, J., 2012. “Are We Insane ?”. The “Video Nasty” Moral Panic. Recherches sociologiques et anthropologiques, [online] 43(1), pp.35-57. Available at: <https://journals.openedition.org/rsa/839?lang=en> [Accessed 3 March 2020].
Smith, D., 2011. The Inside Story Of A Child Killer.. [online] Web.archive.org. Available at: <https://web.archive.org/web/20131112145748/http://www.pressawards.org.uk/userfiles/files/Winners2011/entries-301100613-01445.pdf> [Accessed 7 March 2020].
Taylor, I., Walton, P. and Young, J., 2013. The New Criminology. 2nd ed. Hoboken: Taylor and Francis.
Tompson, K., 2016. Hirschi’S Social Control Theory Of Crime. [online] ReviseSociology. Available at: <https://revisesociology.com/2016/04/04/hirschi-control-theory-crime/> [Accessed 7 August 2020].
Zembroski, D., 2011. Sociological Theories of Crime and Delinquency. Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 21(3), pp.240-254.










