



This essay will discuss the debate between criminologist theorist’s concerning if a criminal is born with the characteristics that enables a person to commit violent crimes, or if it is the environment which surrounds them, that molds these characteristics and creates a violent person. One approach that attempts to explain if criminals are born or made is positivism. According to Einstadter and Henry (2006) the positivism approach aims to explain social occurrences through a scientific method to look at society objectively. This shows that by combining the methods and procedures of science with social experiments the findings could be used to explain a person’s behaviour and will evolve and develop society’s knowledge of criminality. Sian (2017) also explains that the positivism approach connects routine sciences with social science to successfully understand the identity of criminal behaviour. 

According to Horton (as cited by Britt, 2001), biological positivism seeks to apply scientific analysis to the research of crime to determine criminals as atypical and that their morality and characteristics are rooted within a biological cause. One physiologist that attempted to use scientific research to explain criminal behaviour was Franz Joseph Gall. According to Stephenson (2015) Gall investigated the structure of the brain and was one of the first to initiate the study for localisation of brain function. The localisation of brain function is the mapping of the brain that gives cognitive functions to certain locations of the brain (Ross, 2010). According to Simspon (2005) Gall attempted to explain criminal behaviour by localising attributes of a person’s personality to aspects of the brain, such as the instinct for self-defence and the instinct to kill. Gall combined this with the study of phrenology, which set to determine the person’s characteristics integrated with the assessment of bumps on a person’s skull (Morin, 2014). According to Rafter (2005) upon the assessment of two murder’s skulls, Gall identified a pronounced hump in the area above the ears and recognised this as the organ of murder. Gall claimed that due to an over growth of this organ, the individual would be predisposed to murder, regardless of the individual’s freewill and self-sufficiency. The study of phrenology is not limited to the extreme crimes of murder, Rafter (2005) also explains that the organ of greed is located towards the forehead, an overgrowth of this organ can incline the individual to steal as opposed to working hard to achieve wealth. In studies explaining domestic abuse against women, according to Malta et al (2020) the findings from case studies presented evidence of brain abnormalities within areas such as the amygdala and insula that are correlated to an increase in violent behaviour. 

Another criminologist that believed in the suggestion that criminals are born was Cesare Lombroso. According to Albrecht (1910) Lombroso theorised that criminals had specific physical features that separated them from the rest of society, otherwise known as atavism. According to Arata (1995) Lombroso believed that criminals were representatives from man kind’s savage past which could be physically identified from their handle shaped ears, high cheek bones and large jaws. Lombroso also assigned specific features to specific crimes, for example according to Seymour (2006) the attributes assigned to a female prostitute are a sloping forehead, an underbite and a strong jaw. There have been many criminologists that have opposed to the idea that criminals have definitive physical characteristics but agree that Lombroso has established an upstanding foundation for the beginning of biological positivism (Ellwood, 1912).
There have also been criticisms of the biological approach for its fixation in diagnosing criminal types within society. The biological positivism approach moved more towards defining criminals as abnormal and simply deviated from what was “normal”. According to Frampton (1973) modern critics of specifically Lombroso’s work, indicated that the simplicity of identifying facial features only revealed unconsidered bias from Lombroso due to his continuous remarks towards ‘inferior races’. With Lombroso’s bias against African men and women, it is difficult to view Lombroso’s perspective of biological positivism as a valid and reliable science. The biological positivism approach has also been criticised for disregarding the idea that humans have free will over their own actions, leading to individuals avoiding responsibility and accountability.

The classism theory, however, would disagree with the argument of biological positivism and would claim that criminals are made. According to Jewkes and Letherby (2002) the classism theory believes that individuals have the free will to choose not to commit crime. With the basis of classicism being that individuals have rational choice the theorists rely on the rise of deterrents within society, according to Gibbs (1968) the classicism theory assumes that individuals should abstain from committing a crime in fear of the punishment they may receive from the criminal justice system. According to Bouricer (2020, p. 228) Jeremy Bentham believed that individuals were motivated by receiving pleasure and aimed to avoid pain. Bourcier (2020, p. 237) also explains that Bentham theorised that individuals that seek to advance their own happiness relies on whether or not the pleasure will result in self-inflicted pain later on. For example, if an individual gained pleasure from murdering a person, the individual would use their own rational choice to decide if the pleasure is worth the pain of the death penalty. Bentham speculated that the punishment of the death penalty would be an adequate deterrent to put an end to individuals committing murder. 

Both theories of criminology, positivism and classicism have had lasting impacts to the way we perceive criminals and the criminal justice system. For example, Bentham’s pleasure-pain principle is still alive and well within the prisons of the UK, for example according to GOV.UK (2018) the purpose of prisons is to deprive an individual of privileges to punish and deter them from further crime. Biological positivism has also had a considerable impact onto the criminal justice system with the introduction with the not guilty by reason of insanity and the diminished responsibility plea under the Criminal Procedure (Insanity) Act 1964. This act states that at the time of the offence taking place the defendant was insane or was suffering from brain abnormalities and cannot be responsible for their actions, this can also affect an individual’s sentence for a crime. The debate of if criminals are born or made has had many academics and criminologists providing their arguments for decades, for example Levitt (2013) explains that the arguments for if a criminal is born or made could both be used to explain criminal behaviour.
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