


Classical Criminology theory otherwise known as Classicism is the judgement on that each criminal are liable for their own decisions as they have had a rationale choice when committing a crime, (Valasik, 2014). According to Valasik, there are two influential scholars who applied this classicism theory to their thoughts and beliefs about the criminal justice system, Cesare Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham. 

Beccaria which had deep interest in the subject at the time, criticised the criminal justice system in his book. (Beccaria, 1986) criticises how the justice system in 1700s was at the time and believes there is a need for penal reform. This could be done by clearly outlining right and wrong and allow people to understand the clear punishments that will be in place when caught in wrongdoing. 

(Radzinowicz, 1966) believes that Beccaria’s thoughts can be processed into 11 main principles. The principles how the justice system can be set straight and create a basic understanding in society about wrongdoing, therefore if a crime is committed it is done by rational choice and with common understanding of the preceding punishment. 

The principles which are landmarks for the modern judiciary system would be criminal code. This outlines clear punishment for specific crimes and severity of the punishment should vary in align with the severity of the crime. Another principle which has set precedent for justice systems across the world would be the assumption of innocence till proven guilty, this allows a fair resolution until all evidence is brought to light. 

Innocence until proven guilty is stated in the Human Rights Act 1998 and has become European code of conduct under article 6 that everybody has a right to a fair trial, regardless of their crime or situation. This means that they will also be allowed to present a defence and reason for their actions guilty or not. 

According to (Valasik, 2014) another influential scholar which preached classical criminology would be English philosopher Jeremy Bentham. Bentham like Beccaria believed in rational choice in the offenders’ mind and states “the pleasure acquired from the participation of a criminal act outweighs the potential pain” (P.2). This shows that Bentham thought there was two ways to deter criminal activity. This was to either make the punishment seem unbearable thus making the offender think otherwise, or make the crime seem unplausible in the beginning.

Bentham was also formally known for his efforts in supporting Beccaria’s view on classicism which was that the sentence should be dependent on the seriousness of the crime, this would mean there would be more justice or fair response to the offence.

It is known that both Beccaria and Bentham believed in two processes above all. These processes would be Rational Choice and Deterrence. If a person chooses to offend, how do they get to change that person’s choice before the action. According to (Beccaria, 1986) creating clear laws and punishments will allow the justice system to allocate sentences quickly and effectively with no arguments or judgement as the rules are there for all. Also, it will allow judges to be able to assess the situation without any emotional judgement as the rules are the same for all individuals.
(Jacobs, 2010) discusses the process behind deterrence and what must be clear to deter a criminal from committing a crime. To deter a criminal with a rational state of mind there must be a clear outline of risk to reward process. Jacobs goes on to say deterrability is the criminal’s ability to perform this calculation. 

 Looking further into deterrence and whether it is effective and how is discussed on the United States National Institute of Justice (NIJ) which investigate if deterrence is effective and how. The NIJ identified four major insights into human behaviour and perceptions when it comes to deterrence. 

Firstly, the certainty of being caught is the biggest deterrent when a criminal commits a crime. If they believe there is no possible way of getting away with the crime, they won’t commit it.

Secondly, Prison is not a place which will teach deterrence when a criminal is convicted of a crime and if anything provides an opposite effect as when people have been to prison it is common that when they are released that they will commit again to petty crimes. The longer the sentence, the more likely they’re to reoffend.

Thirdly, the severity of the punishment does little to deter the crime. The reason being is supposedly that criminals know very little about the sanctions which will be in place if they are caught and convicted.

Lastly, the main deterrence which the police use is the perception of being caught and convicted. This links in with the first point and if the police can perceive that they’re prepared for all types of crimes, and it is almost certain that they will be caught. This will stop the crime from happening in the first place.

The challenges against Classicism come in number of ways. According to (Taylor et al 2013) classicism has major downfalls on the sole purpose of being too reliant on rational choice. There is evidence behind criminals having a choice but, in some cases, not all criminals have had the luxury of this process, and this has meant they have been taken advantage of. Examples could vary from mental illnesses to even stealing food to survive. Understanding why a criminal does what they do vary. 

Classicism does make the law straight forward and easy to interpret but this isn’t always the case as not everything is straight forward. Classicism focuses on the act and does not account for the person at all, and this is very archaic and doesn’t paint the full picture. 

 (Valasik, 2014) discusses the downfall of classicism and how the theory was overshadowed by positivism and how more scholar focused on the person and discarded the act. This was because scholars believed it would be the offenders’ fault to be disobedient of the laws and the society that we live in. 
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