


Explain the main historical theories of crime and apply one/some of the theories to a modern-day context with a case study of your choice. (3000words)
This assignment will look at theories of crimes that fall under four main categories, ‘classicism’, ‘Interactionist theories’, ‘Biological theories’ and lastly ‘sociological theories.’ Furthermore, these theories will help explain the behaviours behind why individuals commit crime. In particular, this assignment is going to look at the murder of James Bulger. Siddique (2010) highlights key details of the murder. Venables and Bulger who were both aged ten at the time kidnapped their victim, 2-year-old Bulger from a local shopping centre in Liverpool. The boys took Bulger to a railway track where he was beaten to death, sexually assaulted and his body was found severed in two. This case was particularly popular with the media as one of the most unusual aspects of the trial was the boys age and the controversy surrounding whether they should be tried as adults (Siddique, 2010).
[bookmark: _Hlk65086838]According to Canals (1960) classicism from a criminology perspective highlights that crime is committed through an individual’s own free will. According to Gül (2009) ‘Rational Choice Theory’ is a particularly important element of classicism. It showcases how human behaviour can cause crime to be committed. Gül (2009) argues that this theory highlights how humans can base their decisions on personal goals and agendas. In support of this, Wickert (2020) argues that humans are ‘conditioned’ to reach certain aspirations based on what they perceive is an accomplishment. This can vary from monetary gain or personal satisfaction. In terms of crime, individuals tend to commit an unlawful act through the process of weighing up the pros and cons of their actions and, in the end, come to a conclusion as to whether committing the crime is more rewarding than the risk of being caught and losing everything (Wickert, 2020). Wickert (2020), argues that rational choice theory is fundamental in helping us understand why a crime is committed. However, in contrast to this, Loughran et al (2016) states that a major criticism of RCT is that the theory promotes the idea of monetary gain when an individual considers committing a crime which is ‘applicable to the financial market but does not explain all criminal behaviour.’ In support of this point Gavin (2013) states that RCT does not help fully explain why an individual commits crime, it only focuses on ’when’ an individual is likely to commit a crime. Gavin (2013) also argues that RCT does not take into consideration that children who commit crime may not consider a reward or risk mindset, as they do not have the capacity to think at the same level as an adult, nor do they necessarily consider the consequences of their actions. In relation to this, the prosecution on the Bulger case tried Venables and Thompson as adults when it came to their sentencing declaring that they made the rational choice to kill (Gavin, 2013). It is unclear as to what Thompson and Venables true intentions were when they killed James Bulger (Gavin, 2013). However, there is a debate over whether children can make a rational choice, this is demonstrated by Harbaugh at al (2001) who conducted an experiment to find out if RCT can be applicable to children. Harbaugh et al (2001) held an experiment which consisted of a group of children age 7-11 years old and a group of undergraduate students to compare whether there was a degree of difference when they had to make a rational choice regarding ‘consumption goods’. The results highlighted that, although the undergraduates were far more capable of making rational decisions, the children were able to make some rational choice in simple situations but not necessarily in more complicated scenarios. 
According to Webster (2020) ‘biological theories’ are mainly concerned with genes and internal factors that influences an individual’s behaviour. For example, ‘Self Control Theory’ demonstrated by Watts et al (2016,) considers that a combination of genes helps to alter and shape the way in which people act. These genes tend to be linked with ‘neuropsychological disorders such as ADHD.’ In relation to this point Gillian (2000) suggests that Venables may have suffered from learning difficulties. Venables was describes as ‘hyperactive’ which caused him to exhibit violent behaviour (Gillian, 2000). Gillian (2000) also reflects on the fact that both of Venables’ siblings suffered with learning difficulties and had to attend ‘special schools,’ this suggest that there could have been undiagnosed genetic factors that may have influenced Venables’ actions. Webster (2020) states that neurotransmitters such as serotonin and dopamine are projected through the MAOA gene which is responsible for behaviours. Individuals with a low variant of the MAOA gene have tended to show aggressive behaviours (Webster, 2020). In support of this Garcia-Arocena (2015) highlights a study that shows the effects of having a low variant of the MAOA gene. The study was conducted on schoolboys in America from grades 7-12 who were shown to demonstrate aggressive behaviour in their schooling environment. The experiment found that boys who were particularly aggressive had a specific version of the, MAOA gene (VNTR 2R MAOA) which made them act out and exhibit belligerent behaviour. The study also found that environmental factors also played a huge part in the boy’s behaviour, it was a mix of genes and home circumstances that enhanced violent behaviours (Garcia-Arocena 2015). In relation to this, Allen (2018) suggests that there was a biological issue with both Thompson and Venables. Allen (2018) considers that developmental theory would be a viable explanation to why Thompson and Venables displayed extremely violent behaviour. Developmental theory states that there is an issue with the prefrontal cortex of the brain which is responsible for things like empathy, self-control, and anger (Allen, 2018). Allen (2018) highlights that an undeveloped prefrontal cortex is often linked with external factors such as a poor childhood, which both Venables and Thompson both endured. Further evidence of this is presented by Gillian (1999) who indicates that Venables was particularly showcasing a lower age developmentally than ten years old. His psychiatric assessment after he was incarcerated held by clinicians from Great Ormond Street hospital came to the conclusion that he was highly immature and wasn’t fully aware of his actions and emotions, suggesting that he suffered from some psychological issues (Gillian, 1999). Hinscliff (2010) also provides further evidence indicating that there is a direct correlation between Thompson and Venables’ upbringing and their biological make up. Hinscliff (2010) highlights a study that examines this correlation. Brain scans that were conducted in 1990 on children who lived in Romania and were orphaned at a young age showed that there was a ‘virtual black hole’ where the part of the brain that provides a source for manging emotions should be. The study found that this was due to their lack of human contact and physical love from a parental figure which made them less likely to adhere to typical human emotions and empathy that most children, who have a stable family lives, have. This study can be applied to Thompson and Venables as they lived in ‘broken homes’ where the parents were divorced and there was violence and uncertainty in the home (Gillian, 1999).
Whilst the aforementioned psychological and biological factors can affect human behaviour, there is also a debate that environmental factors can also play a part in altering human actions. Cultural Deviance theory can be useful in demonstrating this. Writer (2020) states that ‘social disorganisation’ is a key factor contributing to deviant behaviour. Society is made up of the class system which can influence and determine behaviour (Writer, 2020). In support of this, Heartly (2014) presents Miller’s 1958 theory ‘Focal Concerns’. The theory is made up of several key elements from Miller’s experiences with working class boys, which helps to explain why they exhibit deviant behaviour (Heartly, 2014). The first is ‘excitement’, individuals want to commit crime for excitement in their life as they are oppressed by working class values. The next is ‘toughness’ and ‘smartness’, individuals use wit and violence to prove themselves to others. Other factors include ‘Trouble’ and ‘Autonomy.’ (Heartly, 2014). Individuals may find that they often face problems as a result of their behaviour and commonly desire to be independent and less reliant on others. The last focal concern is ‘Fate’, individuals believe that their future is already decided for them and they cannot change what has already been set (Heartly, 2014). In correlation to Thompson and Venables’ upbringing, this theory is fairly relevant in terms of their working-class upbringing and family life. For example, according to Gillian (2000), Thompson and Venables lived in ‘cultural poverty’, where they had poor schooling and both had absent fathers. Gillian (2000) also states that the environment these boys grew up in was socially and economically deprived, which could have been a key factor as to why Thompson and Venables committed such a horrific crime. There have been many criticisms of Miller’s ‘Focal Concerns Theory’, for example, Decker et al (2015) suggests that Miller’s focal concerns are male dominant and do not take into account the behaviour of females and how they commit crime. Another criticism presented by Decker et al (2015) argues that Miller focuses too heavily on working-class crime and does not take into consideration crimes committed amongst the other class systems.
According to the Local Government Administrative (2018), there is a strong link between parental upbring and criminality. In support of this statement, Grace (2020) puts forward ‘Skinner’s Behavioural Theory.’ This theory looks at the influence of positive and negative reinforcement and how it impacts on behaviours, this is also known as ‘operant conditioning’ (Grace, 2020). Skinner’s experiment involved placing rats in a box where food was then dispensed using a lever. The rats quickly learnt that if they stepped on the lever they would be rewarded with food; thus, this behaviour was repeated. Following this, the rats were introduced to negative reinforcements through electrical shocks being administered to them, the rats learnt that if they stepped on the lever the electrical currents would stop and, subsequently, this action also shaped their behaviour (Grace, 2020). According to Jeffery (1995), operant conditioning often forms an individual’s behaviour based on the environment they are brought up in. In terms of Venables and Thompson, their home life did not exhibit typical family values. In evidence of this, the judge Mr Justice Morland states that parental responsibility, ‘home background, upbringing and family circumstances’ were vital factors that played a significant role in influencing the behaviours of these children in committing such an immoral crime (BBC, 2010). Another perspective of Skinner’s theory is to look at operant conditioning within the criminal justice system. Gendreau et al (2011) states that strategic management of criminals has principles based on operant conditioning within the criminal justice system. The idea behind it is that incarceration is aimed to reinforce positive behaviour through punishment, so when the individual is released back into society they are conditioned to act as functioning law-abiding people. Incarceration also offers conditioning techniques such as restorative justice programmes and cognitive behavioural therapy, to help alter an individual’s behaviour (Gendreau et al, 2011). However, despite this there are some criticisms of Skinner’s theory. Staddon (2016) indicates that this approach does not consider that internal factors are harder to control, as well as other external variables meaning that behaviour cannot always be dependant on the environment which they are exposed to. Another criticism is that it may not be a long-term solution for changing behaviour, as many criminals tend to reoffend (Staddon, 2016). In support of this point, an article presented by the BBC (2010) drew attention to the Jon Venables’ actions, nearly a decade after he participated in the killing of James Bulger, as he was was found with indecent images of children on his laptop. This highlights that, despite rehabilitation methods and psychological help, reoffending was still plausible for Venables (BBC,2010).
A particularly important behavioural theory that could help explain Venables and Thompson’s behaviour is Social Learning Theory. Mcleod (2016) presents ‘Bandura’s Social Learning Theory’, which considers both environmental and cognitive factors that contribute to human behaviour. Bandura takes into consideration elements of both classical and operant conditioning, which examines how behaviours can be imitated through his Bobo doll experiment (Mcleod, 2016). The bobo doll experiment involved a group of young children aged 3-6 years old being placed in a room observing adult behaviour towards the bobo doll. One adult was aggressive to the doll and the other was nonaggressive (Mcleod, 2016). Results concluded that the children who were exposed to violent behaviour tended to imitate the behaviour when they themselves were alone with the doll. This highlighted that aggressive behaviour can be learned (Mcleod 2016). In relation to Thompson and Venables, Laurance (2011) highlights what these children might have observed in their homelife, which may have shaped their behaviour and caused them to demonstrate aggressive actions. For example, Venables and Thompson both grew up in unstable home environments, where patterns of violence were common. In support of this statement Gillian (2000) states that the NSPCC conducted a case conference on Thompsons home life reporting a number of violent incidents, this included his 15 year old brother threatening to ‘kill his siblings’ and taking an overdose. Laurance (2011) focuses on Venables’ childhood, as there were significant factors that could have contributed to his acts of violence. For example, his mother had mental health issues and would have outbursts of violent behaviour towards her children. Laurent (2011) describes his childhood as ‘chaotic’ and toxic. Further support of Venables’ toxic upbringing is highlighted by Gillian (2000), who suggest that Venables’ mother was ‘uncaring’ and ‘cold’ towards her son which may have contributed to his violent outburst. This highlights that Social Learning Theory can be applied to real world situations (Mcleod, 2016). However, in contrast to this view, Cherry et al (2020) argues that there are many criticisms of this theory. For example, there is a debate that the bobo doll experiment is unethical, due to exposing children to acts of violence which could have impacted upon their future behaviours. Another criticism is that the experiment was in a formal lab environment, meaning that there were many control variables present which would not necessarily adhere to real life, meaning there is a lack of realism to the experiment (Cherry et al, 2020). The last criticism put forward by Cherry et al; (2020) is that the experiment’s sample group may be a weakness, as many of the children were from the ‘same economical background’. This showcases that there was a lack of diversity in the experiment, subsequently effecting the validity and realism of the experiment.
An alternative theory that showcases a functionalist perspective of crime and deviance is ‘Merton’s Strain Theory’ (Crossman. 2019). According to Crossman (2019), strain theory involves individuals turning to crime for success as a way of meeting the standards of society’s core values, which presents economic success as highly important. Crossman (2019) states that individuals from lower class backgrounds often turn to crime in order to reach ‘success’. Following on from this, Murphy et al (2008) presents Merton’s first theoretical perspective titled ‘Anomie.’ This theory emphasises the idea of the ‘American Dream’, wherein, individuals’ desire to reach this goal drives them to take part in criminal activity, if they do not possess the ideal means to reach perceived success. In terms of Venables and Thompson, their intentions for killing Bulger still remain unclear, however, there are some characteristics from Merton’s strain theory that could help explain Thompson and Venables’ behaviour. For example, Venables and Thompson both lived in a poverty-stricken areas and both families were not financially stable (Gillian, 2000) Baron (2006) puts forward some criticisms of strain theory, the first is that it focuses too much on juvenile criminals and the working-class system, rather than looking at the wider society who also commit crimes despite having legitimate opportunities to reach success. Another criticism is that the theory only takes into consideration ‘situational issues’, such as poverty and homelessness, which fails to take in to account internal factors such as mental health.
An important factor of the Bulger case is how the mass media portrayed both Venables and Thompson. Guy (2018), highlights the negative light the media places on the Bulger killers compared to other child killer cases. Guy (2018,) states that Venables and Thompson were shown to be ‘evil’ with ‘no morals, no boundaries and no respect for others.’ The media coverage on the Bulger case was so intense that it affected how the criminal justice system worked as a whole. The results from such a high-profile case and interjection from the media allowed changes in policies to be made. The age of criminal responsibility was lowered to ten years old and the boys were both tried as adults (Guy, 2018). In contrast Guy (2018) states that other child cases such as ‘the murder of Silje Redergard’ where a 5 year old girl was left outside in the freezing cold, beaten and left for dead by three 6 year olds in Norway (Guy, 2018), The media in Norway did not post any pictures of the 6 year olds that committed this crime or post any details about them. This case is compared to the Bulger case as there are many contrasts between the two cases, where Venables and Thompson photographs were leaked in the newspaper and they were left to deal with the fall out from the media and hate from the public (Guy,2018). In relation to this Critcher (2017) presents Cohen’s Moral Panic Theory. Critcher (2017) states that Moral Panic Theory is when the media manipulate and exaggerate a ‘public outburst’ that causes a ‘panic’ in society. There are 5 stages of this theory firstly, the ‘threat is identified, the media then take this threat and make it public knowledge causing a build-up of public concern. Next authorities and policy makers become aware of the growing concern, lastly the concern causes a change in the social construct in in order to deal with the situation (University of Glasgow, 2018) In terms of the bulger case, the notion of child killing was a concern for both the media and the public which directly lead to the age of criminal responsibility to be lowered to ten,  however in reality it is an extremely rare incident of crime which the media manipulated in to making the public think that child killing was ‘a new epidemic’ (Johnston, 2017). There are many criticisms of this theory Critcher (2008), suggests that this theory presents the public as a ‘passive audience’ and does not take in to account that the public are able to think solely alone without the media influencing them. Another criticism put forward by Critcher (2008) is that individuals in modern day are so used to the exaggeration of the media that individuals are ‘desensitized’ to moral panics.
[bookmark: _Hlk65535149]To conclude, evidence highlights that existing theories are still applicable to modern day cases. Research shows that it is possible that Venables and Thompson were exposed to different factors such as environmental, social and biological issues which may have impacted their behaviour. In terms of the James Bulger case, many of these theories helped explain the possibilities as to why Venables and Thompsons committed such an abhorrent crime, however, the true extent of their intentions will remain a mystery. 
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