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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
Why does a person commit crime has been a question that has tried to be answered for centuries, theorists have theorised that it could be the shape of a person’s body to the biological or cultural?. The aim of this essay is to explain some of the main theories of crime and then apply them in a modern-day context, this will be achieved by looking at a case study and lastly critically evaluate which of the theories are relevant to the modern day. The initial thesis of why a person may want to commit crime is that it has more to do with the environment that they grow up in rather than biological or psychological, the reason behind this trail of thought is that a person who grows up with either an adult who is of a bad influence or living in a deprived area would be major reason why they would commit a crime, this thesis could be supported by Basra and Neumann (2016) they say that a person could become a terrorist if they have spent time in prison, this is because they will have time and will be around like minded people so there views will develop and harden, which them to possible commit a terrorist act. There could be some influence from psychological reasons in terms of maybe a person having psychopathic tendencies.
The science of criminology started with the classical school of thought, classical criminology mainly centres around whether a person engages in criminal activity because of rational choice or because that person wanted to commit that crime (Newburn, 2017). An example of this would be a person stealing an apple, under classicism this person wanted to steal that apple. Burke (2018) also adds that proponents of classical criminology believe that the punishment should fit the crime, however he also notes the limitations of classicism, the main one is that everyone is capable of rational thought, this is not true as a young children may not understand that their actions were bad and there also people who have mental disabilities that could impede this rational thought. Another issue is that classical theories do not include factors to why a person may commit crime, going back to the example of a person stealing an apple if the factor added is that the person is extremely poor and hungry that gets rid of the notion that they had a free choice. 
One of the main proponents of classical criminology is Jeremy Bentham, he believed that the main purpose of the law is to prevent mischief (Sweet and Groarke, 2010). They also say that Bentham believed that the law should be codified, however Sweet and Groarke (2010) also say that this is heavily criticised as it would fail to recognize the differences that can arise in individual cases. One of Bentham’s best-known theories is that of the prison system, Sweet and Groarke (2010) explained that Bentham saw prison as a way to help the offender, society and the institution. He was going to achieve this by utilising solitude and hard labour so that the spirit of the offender would break and then they could rebuild that person so that they can be of use to society. This might seem draconian but as Sweet and Groarke (2010) note that Bentham design for prisons had a number of other reforms, one such being the provision of adequate heat into the cells.
In the late 19th century, classical criminology came under threat according to Newburn (2017), with new theories that were more scientific. The term used for these theories is positivism and this is different to classicism, with Newburn saying that positivism focuses more on the offender, the nature of the offender is determined by their biological, psychological and that they should be treated. Early biological theories of crime were mainly focused on physical attributes or a person's appearance, criminality for proponents of this school of thought was associated with any abnormality or defectiveness (Newburn, 2017). A reason why that biological positivism may not have wide support these days is summed up by Brown et al (2013) as they say that extreme theories of biological positivism was advocated by fascist movements during second world war, the main group being the Nazi party and they used these types of theories to support their genocidal policies. 
One of the main theorists behind positivism, especially biological, is Cesare Lombroso however as stated by Newburn (2017) his work is now mostly discredited. Lombroso believed that criminals have distinguishable features, he also said that criminals had primitive features and that these characteristics made them be at a primitive stage of evolution compared to non-offenders (Brookes, 2021). An example of the features that Lombroso believed that a thief had are explained by Brookes (2021) these are an expressive face, manual dexterity and small wandering eyes. 
Lastly, Brookes (2021) explains why Lombroso work is now discredited these are that during his research e did not have a control group, the features that he describes could be the result of environmental factors such as poor nutrition in their childhood and the theory implies that criminality only happens if a person has the physical characteristics he identified, he does not consider that they may have been influenced by free will or moral values. Lombroso's work could also be deemed as scientifically racist as Brookes (2021) notes that Lombroso linked skin colour and other traits that could be associated with race.   
The second type of positivism is psychological, Newburn (2017) says that criminal psychology has contributed less theories than other disciplines of criminology. One of the theories that Newburn (2017) alludes to that criminal behaviour like other behaviours is taught, this is called learning theory. Another theory that Newburn (2017) mentions is social learning, this theory proposes that it is possible that a person can learn their behaviour by observing other people, these are called models and are also learnt through environmental reinforcements and with punishments.
The case study that has been chosen to identify if the historical criminal theories that have been explained is the murder of James Bulger. The reason behind this choice is that this case is very well known, so the source material is good, and you could easily identify a couple of the theories in this case. The backstory to this crime is that in 1993 a 2-year-old James Bulger was first abducted by two 10-year-old boys, who then 2 hours after first abducting James would murder him (Levine, 1999). The two 10-year-olds are named Kutchinsky (2019) as Jon Venables and Robert Thompson. 
If the principles behind classicism criminology is considered in to regards to the murder of James Bulger, as mentioned by both Newburn (2017) and Burke (2018) in classicism criminology the offenders wanted to commit the crime. In this case Rice and Thomas (2013) say that the killing of James Bulger gave Venables and Thompson a buzz, it should be noted that the authors are referring to what was published in a newspaper at the time and may not be true, Rice and Thomas (2013) do mention that there was a lot of press scrutiny at the time of the case. However Lusher (2018) dismisses that Thompson and Venables wanted to kill James, he says that Thompson asked police interrogators whether James had been taken to hospital to be resuscitated, this he suggests shows that they may not have known what they were doing.
In his article Lusher (2018) reports that an 18-year-old Thompson suggested during his parole hearing that he was subjected to violence while he was growing up and that by the time of the murder of James Bulger he spent most of his time on the streets with friends whose main occupation was to commit crime. Crime and Investigation (2022) supports Lusher (2018) in that domestic abuse could have been a factor in why Thompson wanted to hurt James Bulger, Crime and Investigation (2022) further add that Thompson saw his father subject his family to both physical and sexual violence. The criminal school of thought that support this would be psychological positivism, One theory that would support the view that possibly Thompson learnt his behaviour would be Sutherland’s Differential Association Theory, both Gaylord and Galliher (2020) and Brookes (2021) say that Sutherland believed that criminal behaviour was learned. 
Another theory is alluded to by Newburn (2017), as he mentions Bandura’ social learning theory. Bandura believed that social behaviour is not attained by trial and error but through symbolic modelling (Thomas et al, 2016). If these theories are correct then this could explain why Thompson did what he did however they do not explain why Venables did what he did, because Crime and Investigation (2022) say that Venables did not suffer any violence at home and was not bullied at school but was more likely to be the bully. A medium that could have taught Venables criminal behaviour is mentioned by Kirby (1993) is that of horror videos, despite the age of the source they do mention that the police could find no evidence that this was the case and Crime and Investigation (2022) also allude to that there is no substance that films, TV or video games that contain violence could influence a person’s behaviour.
What could have also influenced the two boys’ behaviour and could support the theories of Sutherland and Bandura, is alluded to by Morrison (2012) and that is the city where all three boys grew up and where the murder took place, Liverpool. Liverpool was described by one newspaper as a showcase of what has exactly gone wrong in British cities and that they should build a fence around the city and charge admission (Morrison, 2012). The BBC (2008) reported that for nearly 30 years gangsters from Liverpool have dominated the UK’s illegal drug trafficking and they said that this created the largest market in Europe, a consequence of this was that there was a lot of violence on the streets, with some being killed. The BBC (2008) article may be out of date to present times however Townsend (2020) says that criminal gangs in Liverpool have risen to the summit and that they dominate not just the drugs trade but also the firearms trade. It should be known that Morrison (2012) does not believe that the city of Liverpool should be blame for the murder, he supports this viewpoint by saying that Ralph Bulger the father of James also doesn’t blame the city, he says that Liverpool is a great place and his full of warm people. 
Could some these criminal theories be relevant in modern times, firstly theories based on classical school of thought would not be relevant in modern times as both Newburn (2017) and Sweet and Groarke (2010) alluded to that these theories are based on a person’s free will and do not take into account a person’s reasons why they could commit that crime, this could be that they are poor or that they do not have the mental capacity to reason what they are doing. As mentioned earlier when describing Bentham’s theory, Sweet and Groarke (2010) mentioned that he wanted to use prisons as a way to rehabilitate a criminal do that they could be a use for society, however recent research reported by Allison and Grierson (2021) say that there were fewer prisoners taking rehabilitation courses while serving their time. 
Taylor (2019) adds that a former director general of the Prison Service believes that rehabilitation of offenders in prison is not working, if this is the case then one of Bentham’s core principles is not working and should have to go another way. The former director believes that prisons that can treat a prisoner with respect are better able to provide a foundation for prisoner self-growth, on the other hand the opinion that the former director has could also count as a part of the theory that Bentham, with Sweet and Groarke (2010) saying that Bentham wanted to have heating in the prisons so that prisoners had some decency. 
One more way to evaluate how well a system like prisons are working is to look at the reoffending rates in the United Kingdom (UK), the Ministry of Justice (2022) reported that there was a proven reoffending rate of 24.7%, with adults who had been released from a custodial sentence of less than 12 months had a reoffending rate of 57.5%. It should be noted that the Ministry of Justice (2022) says that both of these rates had dropped by at least 2% from the year before.
One of the main issues with biological positivism theories are that they could be scientifically racist as Brookes (2021) had said earlier, this viewpoint is supported by Sian (2017) who further adds that theories like Lombroso helped justify racist policies set by colonial powers in the 19th century. She also claims that the prevent programme could be based on these theories, the prevent strategy was introduced to stop people from becoming a terrorist (Home Office, 2021), Sian (2017) supports her viewpoint by saying that the strategy has been reinforcing Islamophobic prejudices through the practice of surveillance on primarily Muslim communities. 
This suggest that a programme that his meant to prevent someone from becoming a terrorist may actually be making them a terrorist, Sian (2017) also adds that in the prevent description of identity and meaning, even though it does not outright say Muslim, but it strongly evokes that image. Also, what does a person who has been radicalised mean because Richards (2010) says that there are Muslims who are against the idea of being a terrorist, but they support the cause that the terror groups allegedly espoused that Muslims face oppression around the world. Dearden (2022) also can support the viewpoint of Sian (2017) that the prevent strategy could be racist, Dearden (2022) says that since 9/11 the profile of a terrorist is changing as they are becoming more white and more British, they have the extreme right-wing views. 
Social learning theory acknowledges what the person’s thought process, and the theory also acknowledges the role that learning has if a behaviour is to be imitated or not (McLeod, 2016). Limitation of social learning theory in the opinion of McLeod (2016) is that it is the environment that someone is in is the main influence on their behaviour, he believes that this is a limitation because to describe that behaviour is either nature or nurture and this underestimates the complexity of human behaviour. In his opinion it is both biology and environment that influences a person's behaviour.  In spite of this limitation social learning has more of a place in the modern world than the other theories previously discussed, this view can be supported by Morris and Higgins (2010) they use social learning theory in a modern context. The type of crime they were looking at was that of digital piracy.
Digital piracy is described by Johnson (2021) as making an illegal copy of anything that is copyrighted, some examples that he gives are music, games and movies. The research done by Morris and Higgins (2010) discovered that generally younger people from a non-white background were more likely to engage in digital piracy, they admit that their research only provides modest support to social learning theory in the ability for it to explain the likeliness of engaging in digital piracy. The researchers also explain some of their limitations in their research, the first is that their samples only came from two universities, they say that the collection of their samples was constituent with previous studies and they the primary focus of their study was to identify if a general crime theory is held true without regards of the amount of samples that has been drawn, the second limitation they had was that the social learning theory they used for their study did not capture reinforcement or imitation however they did capture definitions and differential association of social learning theory.
One of the main theorists that Morris and Higgins (2010) used in their study was Akers (2017), he has the opinion that social learning theory is mistreated and misapplied in literature. One theory that Akers (2017) critiques is social learning and cultural deviance theory, he first explains that cultural deviance theories that man has no nature, socialisation is perfect and cultural variability. He believes that this causes an issue because it does to explain individual differences and that it is doomed to only apply to groups who adhere to a criminal or deviant subculture opposed to conventional culture, he also adds that these types of theories believe that it is the culture not the individuals that are deviant.
To conclude there are many different types of theories that try to explain why someone would want to commit crime, some that have been identified in this essay but there many more that could also have valid points. The initial thesis at the beginning was that it had more to do with the environment that a person has grown up with rather than psychological reasons, this thesis coincides with that put forth by social learning theorists who have the view that one learns their behaviour through seeing a role model and applying those actions to themselves. However, this work has also shown that there may also be psychological reasons why a person may want to commit a crime, these were not explained in this work and is an area that should be explained further. 
The new thesis is based on what McLeod (2017) felt which is that it is a combination of one’s psychological makeup and what type of environment they grew up, this is because the environment will enable what psychological, an example could be someone who may be quicker to anger growing up in an environment where there is a lot of violence, so they perceive that as the norm. Also identified was that there are also criminological schools of thought that are now either outdated and have no place in the modern world or are now seen as scientifically racist. 
The case study of the murder of James Bulger shows that there potentially many different types of criminological schools of thought, for this case showed that classical theory could be used by saying that the two boys wanted to kill James Bulger whereas social learning theory would say that the two boys were doing what they had seen their parents do or friends. Looking at the opinions and evidence regarding about the case, the thesis of this work is that at least one of the boys was influenced by his father and then by friends and this was diving reason behind his actions that day, with the other boy it could potentially be that he had psychological reasons to commit that crime, it has been shown recently with Jon Venables going back to prison this time for downloading and distributing child sex images (Owen, 2021).
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