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The debate of “nature vs nurture” has long plagued criminological thought, as the theoretical phrase is almost as old as the original founding perspectives proposed by Beccaria and Bentham in the late 1700’s, with the term “nature versus nurture” originally coined by Francis Galton in the mid 1800’s, when discussing the greatest influence when considering social advancement (Serpell, 2013). Although the founding principles of criminology were built upon classicist fundamentals (Burke, 2009), the nature vs nurture debate is - for the most part - purely in the realm of positivism as the focus of the arguments are on biological and sociopsychological factors, not necessarily the desire for reward or the fear of punishment seen in decision making factors that may be relevant to classicist perspectives such as “Rational Choice” (Clarke and Cornish, 1986) or “Routine Activities Theory'' (Cohen and Felson, 1979).

Despite neither perspective historically being the accepted answer for deviance within society - with the onus largely placed on sin and influence from the devil for a prolonged period (Bernard, 1983) -, there is historical precedential literature that may have influenced the diametrically opposed views of nature vs nurture.

Foundationally, Darwin’s (1869) Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection serves as an historical argument for the nature perspective, with Locke’s (1690) An Essay Concerning Human Understanding similarly serving as an historical argument for the nurture perspective. Whilst Darwin (1869) proposed a concept of biological inheritance, a facet that served as a place-holder before humanity eventually discovered genetics (Pearn, 2016), the idea was itself in opposition to Locke’s (1690; Dukewhich et al., 2019) “Tabula Rasa” or “Blank Slate Theory”, with the principles of the theory fundamentally believing that no individual inherits behaviours or attitudes, all behaviour is learnt which means a new-born baby is effectively a blank slate. 

Although Darwin (1869) propelled biological understanding in a way that society still upholds and accepts today (Rafferty, 2022), early biological positivist research - that would support the nature argument of deviance - despite being accepted at the time, have been wholeheartedly rejected by later researchers as well as contemporary criminological understanding.

Such discredited works include the historical theorist Cesare Lombroso, an individual that argued biological and physical characteristics influence deviant behaviour based on isolated research on inmates in a male only Italian prison, with Delisi (2013) highlighting that Lombroso stereotyped individuals and justified racist remarks regarding size and shape of skull, ears, foreheads, hands, and the way in which individuals spoke and wrote. Additionally, Delisi (2013) states that Lombroso further linked any differing features or divergence to “the norm” as seen in his research of criminals, to that of primitive savages, a lesser species that the rest of humanity has evolved from, with claims that differences in physical appearance as seen in Africans and Asians, means the inheritance of deviance, thus individuals from such groups according to Lombroso are born deviants and will commit crime. Delisi (2013) further emphasises the views of Lombroso by stating the “father of criminology” had additional extreme views such as the support for eugenics and the erasure of what he viewed as “criminal genes” from society.

Even though early “nature” and biological positivist perspectives such as Lombroso’s (1875) atavism theory have been discredited, a branch of positivism that attempts to answer criminal behaviour is the “nurture” perspective of sociological positivism, with proposals such as “Social Learning Theory” (Bandura, 1976; Burgess and Akers, 1966; Sutherland, 1939).

“Social Learning Theory” (SLT) is a fundamental “nurture” argument that both Fox (2017) and Greene (2016) state provides an integrated perspective informed by various researchers throughout the 1900’s, with Sutherland’s (1939) “Differential Association Theory” providing the developmental backbone which was later utilised by Burgess and Akers (1966) to propose that both deviant and non-deviant individuals’ behaviour are influenced by a learning process, a process informed by operant conditioning and observational learning - as witnessed by Bandura (1976) - that can inform and dictate to an individual what is right and wrong through social learning.

This social learning according to Fox (2017) and Greene (2016) is embodied within four fundamental premises that are: differential association, definitions, differential reinforcement, and imitation. Fox (2017) notes that “differential association” is the interaction with others who demonstrate or express norms, values, attitudes and actions of certain behaviour, with SLT proposing that the more association or interaction with an individual who engages in deviant activities, the greater probability that the person engaging with them will also engage in criminal activity too, with many studies showing a correlation between deviant peers and future criminal activity being amongst the most consistently found findings in criminology (Fox, 2017; Sutherland, 1939).

Greene (2017) classifies “definitions” as an individual's personal attitudes and meanings that are attached to certain behaviours, with an individual’s own values and beliefs of what is acceptable behaviour and what is not acceptable behaviour. Greene (2017) further notes that social responses to certain behaviours, such as approving or disproving certain actions can inform an individual of what is acceptable or unacceptable, with the example given by Fox (2017) demonstrating that a personal belief might be understanding and accepting that murder and theft is wrong and against the law, but at the same time that individual may also have no problems with another activity such as drug use, despite also being against the law.

The SLT principle of “differential reinforcement” refers to the precedential response of an individual's actions, with Greene (2016) stating that differential reinforcement is the anticipated response or consequence to certain actions, or the expected result of behaviour. Fox (2017) highlights that SLT proposes: “that the probability an individual will refrain from, or commit a crime depends upon the balance of past, present, and anticipated future rewards and punishments for their actions.” (Fox, 2017, p5).

The final element of SLT is “imitation” as Greene (2016) explains imitation is essentially copying the behaviour of others, with the likelihood or extent to which an individual may imitate an individual’s behaviours or actions is determined by how influential or close the acting individual is to the potential imitator, with Fox (2017) further stating that if an observer admires or perceives the deviant actor in a senior or admirable way, there is a likelihood that the observer will act similarly. 

Bouton and Lang (2020) clarify that this imitation is based on observational learning and was most notably observed by Bandura’s (1976) Bobo Doll experiment, where two groups of children separately observed two adults interact with a clown doll, one group observed aggression towards the doll, with the adult: punching, kicking, throwing and hitting it in the face with a toy mallet, with the other group witnessing an adult play and interact with other toys and displaying no aggression towards the clown doll. Bouton and Lang (2020) state that the experiment by Bandura (1976) found that when both adults left the groups, the children exposed to the aggressive interaction were significantly more likely to be aggressive towards the doll in a manner similar to the adult, by kicking and punching the doll. Bandura (1976) therefore concluded that children utilised their observation of the adult interaction with the doll to determine that aggressive behaviour towards Bobo was acceptable, thus proving the imitation principle and the potential for SLT to be proven (Bouton and Lang, 2020).

As previously established, despite the nature argument proposed by Lombroso’s biological positivist research being rejected in contemporary understanding, Bandura’s (1976) sociological positivist and nurturist approach in the form of SLT is still influential and largely considered accurate today (Fox 2017; Greene, 2017).

Although nature arguments and biological perspectives of crime were shunned by researchers that followed Lombroso (Delisi, 2013), a resurgence in interest surrounding biological explanations of criminal behaviour became apparent in the 1930’s and 1940’s, with Lange’s (1930) twin study and Sheldon’s (Sheldon, Stevens and Tucker, 1940) “Somatotype Theory” bringing biological positivist perspectives back towards the forefront of theoretical criminological understanding. 

Pakes and Winstone (2007) as well as Burke (2009) discuss the research conducted by Lange (1930) and observe that their research consisted of 30 pairs, pairs made up of 13 male identical twins and 17 male fraternal twins - identical meaning: a single fertilised egg produced two embryos, genetically identical (Burke, 2009); fraternal meaning: two separate eggs fertilised at the same time, therefore not identical and just as different as any other siblings (Burke, 2009). The study by Lange (1930) found that in 77% of cases, when one identical twin brother had a criminal record, the other brother had a similar record, with this number not being found when looking at fraternal twins, with only 12% of cases showing a shared level of criminality. Burke (2009) highlights that this study made Lange (1930) conclude that heredity significantly contributes to deviant behaviour.

Furthermore, Burke (2009) highlights additional research conducted in the late 1960’s by Christiansen (1968) where a similar increase was observed, with this study analysing 67 pairs of identical male twins, and 114 pairs of male fraternal twins, with Burke (2009) proclaiming Christiansen (1968) found a shared conviction of 35.8% for identical twins, with only 12.35% for fraternal twins. Although significantly lower, especially with regards to the percentages observed in Lange’s (1930) research, the differential variance of 23.45% is considerable for these two examined groups. 

Despite a similar result to that of Lange (1930) found in research by Christiansen (1968), Burke (2009) highlights the flaws of existing twin studies, and that is despite having the ability to observe two genetically identical individuals and how they may act within society, twins by their very sibling nature are often raised within the same environment, therefore should one twin be influenced by sociological factors - or nurture principles - the likelihood of the other twin experiencing the same is high. Therefore, the only effective way to empirically measure the influence of biology on deviant behaviour would be to have two identical twins separated, and yet raised exactly the same with the observation being whether both individuals act in similar deviant manner, a study that is perhaps ethically impossible to achieve due to the inherent environmental conditions such an experiment would need to take place in. Burke (2009) outlines this criticism by stating, studies cannot accurately assess or determine the balance between inherited biological characteristics, to that of behaviours formulated as a result of the social environment experienced through life.

The arguments for nature vs nurture are more often applied to a philosophical or theoretical perspective as an answer for deviant behaviour, as opposed to applying such perspectives to real life case studies, this grey area was noticed by Berry-Dee and Morris (2008), which sought to answer whether certain serial killers were seemingly born or made. Berry-Dee and Morris (2008) firstly make the distinction between Fred West and Myra Hindley, individuals that the authors believe are opposites in terms of whether the killers were born or made, with Berry-Dee and Morris (2008) stating that Fred West was born and a product of his nature, whereas with Myra Hindley, they argue she was made into a killer, with nurtured tendencies encouraged in a negative environment supposedly leading her to become a killer and an accomplice to Ian Brady, with Berry-Dee and Morris (2008) even stating that they believed if she never met Brady, she would likely never have killed anyone.

One aspect of the debate surrounding whether serial killers are born or made, is the seemingly random and arguably disturbing pattern that is proposed by the MacDonald Triad, Alleyne and Parfitt (2018) explain the MacDonald triad are three principle components exhibited in childhood that may suggest and indicate if individuals will later become violent as adults, with the three components of this psychopathic model being: animal cruelty, fascination with fire and destruction, and frequent bed wetting whilst over the traditional age of such behaviour. 

This perspective seemingly suggests a nature argument, as Davies (2018) states that not all abused children become serial killers, and not all serial killers are victims of childhood abuse, with Dadds, Whiting and Hawes (2006) arguing that childhood cruelty towards animals is often an internal psychopathic trait and psychological issue, rather than a parenting problem as a result of family conflict, with Dalton (2019) further stating that cruelty towards animals is often associated with many serial killers, such as Ian Brady: who boasted about killing his first cat at the age of 10, before burning other cats alive, cutting off rabbits’ heads and eventually killing people. These factors are often associated with children at a young age, and with many examples demonstrating eventual deviance (Berry-Dee and Morries, 2016), it is difficult to catalogue as an argument for nature or nurture as some parents have claimed they do not understand why their child behaved in such a manner, whilst other cases could arguably show a timeline of where events went wrong for an individual from an environmental or nurture point of view, such as Myra Hindley.

Many theorists have conducted studies to find additional proof or empirical data to support either new or existing theories, or on the behalf of the nature vs nurture criminological debate. One such study that has been conducted is the work by Boyce (et al., 2016) and their research analysis on grizzly bears and the potential impact of genetic inheritance from fathers, and social learning from mothers, both of which had the potential to be passed on to cubs. The study (Boyce et al., 2016) catalogued and obtained samples of 213 individual grizzly bears in Alberta Canada over a period of four years, with 118 male, and 95 female samples obtained, with the aim of the study to determine whether the offspring of the creatures would behaviour and cause “incidents” - property damage, kill or attempted to kill pets and livestock - akin to their “problem mothers”, - who teach and raise their cubs- , or “problem fathers” - who have no involvement with the cubs, with their contribution purely being genetic - or, act independently of their genetic inheritance, and instead be non-problem creatures within their agricultural territories (Boyce et al., 2016).

The study (Boyce et al., 2016) evaluated 76 mother-offspring relationships and 119 father-offspring relationships, with the results of the longitudinal study finding that the behaviours of the bears model that of social learning, not of genetic inheritance, as the learnt problematic behaviours of mother bears were regularly passed on, whilst the ratio of problematic-unproblematic father-offspring showed no change. This is evidenced when looking at the data provided by Boyce (et al., 2016), showing that 62.5% of offspring from problem mothers were problem bears, whilst only 29.6% of offspring from problem fathers were problem bears, demonstrating that cubs who observed and were nurtured by mothers that behaved in a deviant manner, were 62.5% likely to have the same behaviour, whereas only 29.6% of offspring from problem fathers, whose only input was genetic and not environmental, were also problematic, showing a higher proportion of learnt behaviour as opposed to inherited behaviour, with only 30.3% of female offspring acting independently of their mothers problematic nature, and only 28.6% of male offspring acting independently of their problematic or non-problematic fathers. The conclusion and primary finding of the study by Boyce (et al., 2016) was the following: “Our results support the social learning hypothesis, but not the genetic inheritance hypothesis.”.

Another perspective that is arguably its own viewpoint, or scientifically and technically speaking it potentially overlaps with either nature or nurture depending on the theory, - with behavioural studies aiming more towards sociological and nurture, with psychodynamics more towards the biological aspect of the nature vs nurture debate - is the implications of psychological positivism, an area that explores the mental functions of individuals and how those functions may inform deviant behaviour (Wortley, 2016). Wortley (2016) outlines that one of the bio-psychological positivist perspectives is “Psychodynamic Theory”, a theory developed by Aichorn (1935) with a basis provided by Sigmund Freud. 

Aichhorn (1935), according to Wortley (2016) believed that despite most individuals sometimes being exposed to and experiencing extreme stress, many individuals do not in fact commit crime, so why do some individuals? The short breakdown of Aichorn’s (1935) psychodynamic theory would be the belief that individuals that commit crime are individuals who have a specific mental state known as “latent delinquency”, with latent delinquency resulting from inadequate childhood socialisation and the inherent need for gratification through impulsive action, with a lack of empathy and inability to feel guilt demonstrating observable signs to this theoretical psychological phenomena (Aichorn, 1935; Wortley, 2016).

Additional psychological theories of crime include the previously established sociopsychological behavioural theory and nurtural perspective known as SLT, with alternative perspectives surrounding either bio psychologically inherited mental illness, or environmentally / socio psychologically determined childhood cognitive development (Wortley, 2016). 

Despite nature vs nurture perspectives seemingly opposing one another, psychological positivism demonstrates a foundational bridge between the differing perspectives, which ultimately led to the creation of biosocial criminological theories, theories that incorporate both nature and nurture perspectives to further develop and understand criminal behaviour. Wortley (2016) states that Wilson (1975) first proposed individuals are influenced by both physical and biological characteristics, as well as environmental and sociological factors, with Wortley (2016) claiming that biosocial theorists believe that instead of viewing criminals as individuals whose behaviours are entirely controlled, influenced and predetermined by their biological traits, they are also influenced by physical, environmental and social conditions that all interact to inform and produce human behaviour.

The leading question for biosocial theorists and thinkers, according to Wortley (2016), is: “When faced with the same environmental stressors, why do some people engage in violence, while most people do not?”. This question is what biosocial perspectives seek to answer, with the belief that biological abnormalities such as certain inherited physical or mental illnesses, or obtained psychological conditions, may inform why individuals are more susceptible towards criminality, whilst potentially engaged in a deviant enhanced environment, such as internal or external societal stress and pressures (Wortley, 2016).

Barnes and Eichelberger (2015) argue that any theorist or individual that believes criminal behaviour is the result of purely an “either/or” when referring to nature or nurture, or biological or sociological factors, is incorrect and “could not be further from the truth.”. The academics (Barnes and Eichelberger, 2015) comment that as biosocial criminology has matured and developed in recent decades, it has become clear that deviant behaviour is the result of a complex combination of both genetic and environmental influences, in other words, criminal activity is the result of nature and nurture.

Following an examination of both biological and nature criminological explanations of crime, as well as sociological and nurture criminological explanations of crime, the combined approach of bio-social theories, or nature and nurture perspective theories, seemingly provide a greater explanation for the causation of criminal behaviour (Barnes, Beaver and Boutwell, 2015). This conclusion has been made based on the evidence suggesting that most individuals within society face stress and pressures, but only some individuals unleash and act on such feelings, with the reasoning presented in biosocial theory suggesting that it is this internal difference that is the biological cause for crime, with sociological roots enhancing such a response (Wortley, 2016). Therefore, the modern and contemporary perspective is best summarised when psychologist Donald Hebb was asked “Which, nature or nurture, contributes more to personality?”, Hebb responded with “Which contributes more to the area of a rectangle, its length, or its width?” (Serpell, 2013), the same sentiment it seems, could be applied to criminological theory, with regards to the impact of nature, or nurture, on deviant behaviour.
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