




The now vast and well-established field of study, the subject of criminology is one of complex with it being an interdisciplinary field in both the behavioural and social sciences. As Walklate (2013) educates, criminology can be understood as the academic study of all aspects relating to crime and law enforcement, with research and information being drawn from various sources such as sociologists, psychologists, philosophers, biologists and scholars of law. Additionally, with the matter of crime continuing to be a highly profiled and publicised issue, the current outlook for the subject of criminology seems to only be of an upwards trajectory (ibid). Despite this being the case, there can be no denying the importance held by the fundamental historical theories of crime and how influential these have been on shaping the modern criminological context. This is highlighted by Fitzgerald (2011), who outlines how significant the age of enlightenment during the 17th and 18th centuries was in enabling the first theories of crime to be produced and in turn the emergence of criminology. In regards to the mentioned age of enlightenment, this great intellectual and philosophical movement allowed for the development of the schools of criminology across the 18th and 19th century with the four most notable schools being that of pre-classical, classical, positivist and neo-classical (ibid). 

In terms of the pre-classical school, this is essentially the accumulation of all the crime understanding and concepts before the proper emergence of legitimate scientific thinking, of which the majority was very religiously inclined (Zedner, 2007). This is due to how embedded religion and spiritual traditions were across Europe up until the age of enlightenment meaning, most theories were based on a good versus evil principle with criminality being viewed as the result of satanic forces possessing an individual or, evil spirits causing unjust events due to the sins committed (ibid).

The emergence of classicism in the late 18th/early 19th century is widely considered as the first adequate understanding of crime and deviant behaviour, with Tierney (2009) informing that the impact the classical school had is often severely overlooked. This is because, before this concept of free will and a person’s own rational choice was introduced, there was no understanding for rationality or logic but rather everything being put down to spiritual influences or mythical beliefs like fate (ibid). However, as Morrison (2004) argues this effectively crowning of classicism as the complete awakening to criminology should be met with scepticism as the positivist school emerged during the similar period of the early 19th century, showing that there was more than one perspective on crime within this influential time period. 

This is expanded upon by Gibson (2013) who enlightens that positivism and the declared creator of this Cesare Lombroso, who is also referred to as the father of criminology, can be seen to provide an alternative viewpoint with the belief that criminality is a born trait and there are specific deformities or physical features that can be used to determine if an individual is criminal or not. As Schmalleger (2011) alludes, these two differing philosophies on crime actually acted as a springboard for the neoclassicism emergence. This is due to the both philosophies although having distinct impacts on the understanding of crime and how criminality was viewed also, creating extended questioning on the back of the philosophies or related research presented for the both schools respectively (ibid).

 In relation to neoclassicism, this perspective can be understood as essentially a compromise to the two other schools of criminology and also the sort of implanted opposition connection the both have to each other. This is described well by Vito & Maahs (2015), with the highlighting that the neo-classical approach is perhaps a reform of the classicism philosophy in some ways, as the evolvement of the classical theorist Beccaria’s principles is evident just in a more extended and developed manner. This is because, the concern of this approach and the identified founder of it Gabriel Tarde, is to provide a more critical understanding for the concept of free will and rational choice being the cause of crime and so, make clear that despite every individual being responsible for their actions there can be key factors that influence ones free will (ibid). Furthermore, this school of criminology may be seen as an expansion more than a unique singular entity, as it uses the basis of classicism but restructures it to show that rightful justice and fairness takes consideration into key factors such as age or of a reasonable mind and how these might impact a person’s rational choice (Rathbun, 2008). However, Bonger (2015) insists that each of these mentioned schools of criminology should all be viewed in a unique manner, as each offer some significance in the foundations of the criminology subject. Despite this being the case, there can also be a clear acknowledgement made that it is the contrasting approaches of classicism and positivism along with the related theories, philosophers and studies for both, that is most prominent when reflecting on historical views and explanations of crime (Coleman & Norris, 2013). 

Undoubtedly, when considering this topic of classicism or positivism one of the notable philosophers that must be mentioned is of course Cesare Beccaria. As Williams (2010) conveys, Beccaria can be seen to hold great importance in the field of criminology due to how ground breaking his classical views were during the 18th century, with them being of great influence in helping the societal shift from very religiously controlled and constructed thinking to a more legitimate scientific manner. There is no greater example of this, than that of the crime and punishment theory held by Beccaria which ultimately played a part in allowing human behaviour to be seen as singular and individually unique to one another (ibid). In regards to Beccaria’s theory, this can be seen to be based upon the three tenets of free will, manipulability and rational choice and how these three components all allow for the understanding for criminality and the answering for the purpose of punishment (Triplett, 2018). 

As a whole, Beccaria believed these were all that was needed to explain any criminal activity with free will enabling a person to make individual choices and also, the rational choice held by an individual being applied when weighing up whether a choice would help them achieve all or an amount of the personal gratification desired (Newman, 2016). In terms of the manipulability component, this can be seen as explaining the purpose of punishment as it refers to the predictable ways people act out of self-interest which may not always fit societal laws or norms (ibid). Therefore, if punishment or deterrence is used in an effective manner these should outweigh or block any of the benefits (personal gratification element already mentioned), meaning that the unlawful or unaccepted act will be determined an illogical choice by the individual (Triplett, 2018). 
Conversely, as previously mentioned whilst introducing the classicism perspective this theory also suffers to a certain extent from the same limitations. This is shown by Keohane (2002), with the illustration of although being applicable to average and simple instances of crime, the rational choice theory by Beccaria fails to offer explanation to instances where one or some of the three tenets mentioned are flawed or unidentified. For instance, a crime involving the act of arson or criminal damage as well as the individual identified as the offender not being of a reasonable mind, could be seen as not adequately fitting what is viewed as the free will and rational choice descriptions set by Beccaria (ibid). For this reason, Herfeld (2012) speculates this could be why the positivism perspective for crime and related theories gained so much notability. To clarify, despite the modern biological understanding and research into mental illnesses not being applicable for the time period of the theories in question, it is plausible that the approach of positivism was heavily shaped by the limitations and omissions of the classicism perspective (ibid). 

Although somewhat agreeing, Marmor (2002) urges that the positivist perspective should not be viewed as just an alternative option because of the classicist limitations/omissions but instead, a fully formed unrelated perspective to criminality. This is supported by Halfpenny (2014), with the educating that despite being somewhat scrutinised as a legitimate criminological viewpoint in the modernised academic environment, the theory of being a born criminal or not presented by Lombroso did once hold as much influence as that of the classicist based rational choice theory. Contrastingly, Green & Adams (2003) believe that it is this sort of illustrating of the positivist perspective that has resulted in the discrediting because, if looked at more critically it is obvious that this approach is much more than simply the well-known Lombroso theory. 

Perhaps the most significant example of this is regarding Enrico Ferri, with his related positivist theory actually rejecting the highlighted biological positivism of Lombroso and instead, focussing on social and psychological studies to understand criminals and why an individual initially turns to deviancy (Tonry, 2010). Essentially, the perspective of Ferri can be understood as criminality not being the result of actual biological inheritance but rather, the result of factors such as natural conditions born into, influenced physiological responses and the social environment’s experienced (ibid). Therefore, McLaughlin et al (2003) offer the belief that if it is this born into deviant possibility approach of Ferri that is understood as positivism and not the born a criminal theory of Lombroso, it could be argued that the Ferri positivist perspective may still hold as much relevance as that of Beccaria’s classicism based rational choice theory. 

To the contrary, Laufer (2017) insists that despite both mentioned historical theories and their attached perspectives being deemed archaic in modern criminology, there is strong evidence to suggest that the rational choice theory and the classicism approach is far more relevant in the present day. Possibly the most evident influence of classicism in today’s society can be seen in the context of criminal law, with multiple elements such as definitions, offences and requirements incorporating some terminology or approach that connects to rational choice and classicism (Buruma, 2004). On the other hand, Horder (2002) opposes this belief with the viewpoint that surely just having some similarities in wording can not amount to the classicism theory being viewed with more relevance and importance overall since, there are also connections that can be made to the positivist perspective.

 For instance, in relation to the purpose of punishment the positivist approach can be seen to have some relevance, with certain societies in recent years opting for the treatment of criminality to be very proactive and actually engage with individuals who may be turning towards deviancy before they have committed and been prosecuted (Garfinkel, 2016). As well as this, Alexander (2002) also proposes that despite not being very evident in literature terms, the current philosophy of criminal law particularly in the western world, clearly shows some positivism relevance with the mentioned theory from Ferri being seen to have similarities to modern studies such as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and pre-birth trauma exposure impacting a child’s neurodevelopment. 

Despite perhaps being true to a certain extent, Duff (2019) argues that in regards to actual unchanged historical criminological perspective relevance, there is no disputing the theory of rational choice and free will is by far the more credible. Whilst not being completely unchanged and supported in modern criminology, the influence within a criminal law setting for key terms such as beyond reasonable doubt, burden of proof and reasonable person, highlight just how relevant the classicism perspective still is (ibid). Further solidifying this, Mantle et al (2005) explain that from a UK point of view it is obvious the classicist belief is still influential, with Criminal Justice System (CJS) procedures like restorative justice only being possible with the offender being considered to have the rationality to understand and explain their own choices. 

Conversely, Reid (2015) confidently states that no matter what reasons for criminality are linked to more contemporary studies or perspectives, there will always be a certain type of crime or deviant event that results in a considerable number of reactions circling back to this positivist type of thinking and reasoning regardless of it being antiquated. The main reason for this from an academic viewpoint, is seen to be due to how individual or community knowledge and understanding regarding crime is almost always socially constructed (Leverentz, 2012). This means that depending on the construct of the society in question, the approach and perspective to criminality will be severely influenced by internal society factors such as religious involvement, crime trends, experience of crime, community interaction and media or policing input regarding crimes (ibid). Therefore, this can be seen to be why when particularly inconceivable instances of crime occur in a certain area or to a distinct type of demographic, there is sometimes an element of this disputable classicism versus positivism train of thought still to be found (Polizzi, 2015). 

There is perhaps no better modern-day example of this than that of the ‘Nightstalker’ case, which is the case of convicted serial killer, paedophile, kidnapper and serial rapist Richard Ramirez, who’s crime spree severely impacted the lives of many across the Greater Los Angeles and San Francisco bay areas in 1984/1985 (Carlo, 2013). The reasoning for this is due to how monstrous and nonsensical his criminality was, with the victims and locations of the criminal acts showcasing a very indiscriminate nature, allowing for this born deviant/criminal proposition to be speculated once again (Hare, 1999). However, as Dobbert (2009) alludes this is likely a result of ill-informed or shallow knowledge by the majority because similar to most serial killer cases, this one involving Ramirez shows a very complex conglomeration of aspects perhaps not fully understood by all such as psychopathy. 

In spite of that there is still some relevance held by positivism regarding this case, as the already documented Enrico Ferri positivist crime theory arguably relates better than that of the rational choice theory (ibid). This is due to how the early life experiences and influences of Ramirez such as regular physical abuse from his father, detailed information and photograph sharing about gruesome Vietnam War events from his older cousin and the usage of various drugs from as early as ten years old, connect fairly well to the belief by Ferri of deviancy being mostly a result of the surrounding circumstances an individual is born into (Fischette, 2004). Therefore, it could be suggested that the traumatic conditions experienced as a child almost allowed for him to be a created psychopath, with the numerous cognitive issues suffered by Ramirez (medically declared after his imprisonment) such as hypersexuality, schizoid personality disorder and aggressivity, undoubtedly being a key factor in why he ended up committing the unthinkable acts that he did (Wilson et al, 2015). 

Alternatively, there are those such as Haggerty (2009) who believe that cases involving a prolific serial killer such as this Nightstalker case clearly behave with a rationalist framework, albeit being very abnormal to the majority of society. This is because, in cases where the crimes committed vary in terms of crime type, location and when they occurred, there is an obvious aspect of rational choice to choose between the possibilities of being caught, likelihood of fulfilling their desired outcome and also tending to the disturbing needs or impulses they have, needed by serial killers (Cornish & Clarke, 2008). However, Gunn & Caissie (2006) insist that despite being true for instances where a serial killer is almost using it as an act of deviant leisure whilst pretending to live a normal life simultaneously, the same cannot be said for cases such as the one in question. This is made evident with information such as Ramirez having an obsession with satanism, forcing male victims to watch the abuse of female victims before murdering, staying at the locations after committing violent acts to replenish or rest as well as, actually hinting or detailing to random members of the public about some details of his crimes (ibid). All these highlighted features showcase why Ferri’s positivist theory applies to this case, as there can be no understanding or explaining the actions and behaviour of Richard Ramirez unless, the previously mentioned environment and experiences he was born into are viewed as possibly the key factor (Godwin & Canter, 1997). And so, with this explanation of the case understood it could be wondered why even after mass academical discrediting towards positivist criminology, there is still visible relevance held and is even relating to the most serious instances of criminality (ibid).  

All things considered, it is perhaps this protracted uncertainty regarding the historical perspectives of crime and their relevance to modern criminology that is actually somewhat the concluding answer. As illustrated early on by Bonger (2015), the historical schools of criminology were viewed and still can be viewed as four individually unique theoretical beliefs, which allows for clear categorising in terms of affiliation or relatability. Moreover, the well established and documented contrasting of both the classicism and positivism schools show how the origins of criminology were very much built upon this singular selection outlook, with very little consideration being taken for more of a partnered or amalgamated approach (Coleman & Norris, 2013). However, as made evident throughout the more modern outlook of criminology is very much aligned to a more interconnected and multiple theory or perspective approach and so, a complete contrast to that of the classicism versus positivism type of format (Horder, 2002 & Reid, 2015). 

On the other hand, as highlighted by Duff (2019), there are certain examples within the Criminal Justice system such as the defining of rationality and reasonable in various context, that show one sided influence from particular perspectives like that of the rational choice theory and allow once again this questioning of relevance to occur. Despite being true, what has been made evident with the help of the highlighted Nightstalker case is that much of the relevance issue lays with external academic input, with the attempts to prove compatibility between certain historical theories of crime and the already noted much differently constructed modern criminological landscape (Godwin & Canter, 1997). With this in mind, the questioning of which historical school of criminology holds relevance and which deemed irrelevant should not be the case. Ultimately, there should instead be an acceptance that modern criminology is not built upon providing more or less relevance to any perspective and so, all historical theories of crime can just be viewed as having certain influences on various aspects within the modern outlook of criminology. 
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