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The following essay will highlight the key theoretical explanations and perspectives observed in criminological theory. Following a brief overview of the varying perspectives that range from: “rational actor” to, “predestined actor” theoretical models, a brief breakdown of the principles surrounding structuralism, constructuralism, and post-structuralism are given, before a more in-depth exploration of rational choice theory and social control theory is discussed. Furthermore, both theories have their origins explored and are applied to a modern context before an evaluation on the contemporary relevance of both respective theories occurs towards the conclusion of the essay.

Throughout history the causation of crime and deviant behaviour has been correlated to various theoretical explanations, ranging from spirituality and demonology (Bernard, 1983) - historically a central pillar of understanding criminal behaviour through the lens of acknowledging sin and absence of God or presence of the devil - to an era of enlightenment which evolved through time alongside industrialisation, eventually leading to the branches of schools within criminological understanding that we see today (Hall, 2012).

Burke (2009) conveys that these branches stem towards varying perspectives, with perspectives akin to the classist “rational actor” encompassing classical theorists’ perspectives like Beccaria and Bentham who provided the backbone for foundational theories such as “rational choice theory” (Clarke and Cornish, 1986) and includes additional hypotheses such as “routine activities theory” (Cohen and Fleson, 1979). Alternative perspectives amongst these outstretching stems include the positivist “predestined actor” model, which covers a variety of positivist approaches, with “biological positivism” being spearheaded by the works of Lombroso (1875), “psychological positivism” explored through “psychodynamics” (Aichhorn, 1925), “behavioural learning” (Skinner, 1938), and “cognitive learning” (Piaget, 1932) theories, with “sociological positivism” being another branch of the “predestined actor” stem, which encompasses thoughts proposed by Durkheim (Burke, 2009), as well as “social disorganisation theory” expanded by the Chicago school (Burgess, McKenzie, and Park, 1925).

The final perspectives that distinguish the views within criminological understanding are the “victimised actor” model which includes “labelling” theories (Becker, 1963), as well as “conflict” (Sellin, 1938) and “radical” theories, with “integrated theories” covering areas of theoretical understanding in criminology in a plethora of combined ideas, such as “socio-biological” theories that include “biosocial theory” (Mednick, Moffit, and Stack, 1987), and additional branches of integrated perspectives being both “environmental theories” (Burke, 2009) and “social control theories” (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 2019).

Although the varying historical and contemporary criminological perspectives of deviant behaviour have been differentiated, Fitzgerald (2011) highlights and categorises these viewpoints into three primary groups of sociological and criminological thought: Structuralism, Constructuralism, and Post-Structuralism. 

According to Fitzgerald (2011), structuralism emphasises objectivity over subjectivity and proposes that social, economic, and political environments can explain crime and delinquency through eight surrounding factors that revolve around the varying states of urbanisation and industrialisation, as well as the conditions and status of poverty, war, and attitudes towards law. 

Constructuralism on the other hand highlights the impact of fluctuations and inconsistencies within the legal parameters of what is classified as “criminal activity”, as Fitzgerald (2011) states that constructionists pose that acts are only deemed criminal should they be against the law, however, laws can change so therefore so can the status of criminality for both acts and individuals. Fitzgerald (2011) further observes that acts by individuals throughout history have been criminalised, decriminalised and recriminalised, with back-and-forth U-turns on the legal status of activities such as abortion being an example of such issues, with “labelling” (Becker, 1963), “social control” (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 2019), and “critical” theories residing within the constructuralist domain.

Finally, post-structuralism Fitzgerald (2011) explains is the standpoint that power in society is not about domination but instead circulation, with the idea of theoretical explanations accrediting class and legislative power as the domino of deviant behaviour as narrow-minded, with post-structuralists instead emphasising the importance of compassion and conscience for the equality of power to reduce deviant activity. The ultimate goal of post-structuralism according to Fitzgerald (2011) is to demonstrate to constructionists that what they view as monolithic and homogeneous is actually heterogeneous.

Although there are extensive theoretical perspectives surrounding crime and deviance, many historical theories hold little to no scientific influence in contemporary understanding and are instead acknowledged purely in retrospect to the earliest points within this scientific field (Grudtsina, Ivanov and Shagieva, 2017). For the remainder of this essay, the focus will be on Rational Choice and Routine Activities Theory, as well as Self and Social Control Theory, with applications of these theories being applied to both case study and relevance for modern society.

Jaynes, Paternoster and Wilson (2017) accredit the origin of Rational Choice Theory (RCT) to the influential works of Adam Smith (1776), a figure who fathered capitalism and discussed how self-interested competition could influence the economy, with this notion of self-interest in a decision-making environment later influencing Clarke and Cornish (1986) to further develop RCT.

RCT, Myers (2016) explains is a theory based within the foundations of classical criminology, with the theory proposing that ordinary individuals freely choose their behaviour and are motivated by the pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain, with individuals consciously evaluating decisions in accordance to maximise pleasure and minimise pain. Myers (2016) continues and outlines that RCT provides a perspective on why individuals choose to commit crime, and how people choose to engage in criminal activities in a desire to be rewarded or satisfied, with the central reasoning behind non-deviant actions primarily being controlled and influenced by the fear of punishment.

Pratt (2008) attributes this evaluation mechanism that RCT presents, as a calculation based on risk and reward, with varying factors contributing to either the desirability of a deviant act, to that of the deterrent that is the consequence of getting caught and facing punishment. Such factors according to Myers (2016) includes the presence or lack of presence of guardians, the suitability or vulnerability of targets, and the motivation of an offender to want to carry out deviant acts, with these variables informing potentially deviant decisions but also in rational choice and routine activities theory, alleviate crime rate should the ideal or desirable circumstances never be available for offenders.

Criticisms of RCT include the inability to fully measure an individual's internal decision making process when facing variable circumstances, with Herfeld (2021) stating that idealised models of a rational individual and the opportunity for crime, being linked with real phenomena of deviant behaviour is difficult to prove empirically, with RCT only being able to hypothetically propose a theory on decision making, as opposed to empirically determine the link and causation of deviant behaviour. Additionally, Myers (2016) notes that what limited existing empirical research that has been conducted and has shown, is that the rationality of crime is confined to specific circumstantial and opportunist crimes such as property and theft offences, with significantly less long term thought for spur of the moment or impulsive violence, with even some crimes being committed out of desperation and not out of pleasure, with such desperation overcoming fear of pain, therefore displaying the lack of overall comprehension of crime when purely looking at the ideas proposed by RCT.

With regards to Self and / or Social Control Theory (SECT and / or SOCT), Madon (2016) explains that the original “Social Control Theory” was pioneered by Travis Hirschi in the 1960s, with the theory asserting that an individual's attachment to friends and family, commitment to the future and career success, as well as their belief and involvement within society serve to diminish an individual's likelihood to engage in deviant behaviour.

Importantly, Madon (2016) makes the distinction between traditional criminological theories and that of social control theory by highlighting the key difference, and that is: whereas most theories attempt to find explanation as to why individuals commit deviant acts, control theories instead attempt to explain why individuals do not commit offences.

Following the development of Hirschi’s social control theory in the 1990s, emphasis shifted from the societal anchors that prevent deviant behaviour, to the self-controlling factors that may play a role in what leads to criminality, with Gottfredson and Hirschi developing “Self-Control Theory”, also known as “General” or “Modern” “Control Theory” (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 2019).

Gottfredson and Hirschi (2019) argue that individuals that learn early in life to exercise self-control will later in life have considerably less involvement in delinquency, crime, and lifestyle issues such as employment difficulties or substance abuse, with Madon (2016) stating that self-control theory instead argues that self-control or the lack of it, can therefore explain deviant behaviour.

The key takeaways from both interchangeable theoretical perspectives seen within SECT and SOCT is the internal psychological thought processes that essentially act as a policing tool to prevent individuals from deviant behaviour, with individual’s attachments, commitments, involvements and beliefs within society, alongside an individual's self-controlling will, supposedly being the primary prevention method for criminality and deviance for the substantial majority of individuals, according to such theories (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 2019; Madon, 2016; Parent, 2003).

One of the most controversial aspects of SOCT and SECT is the presumption that low self-control and criminality are always linked, with Madon (2016) criticising this stance, with further contention seen when the control theories imply that an early life grasp on self-control provides a stable course throughout life, and a lack of self-control according to this perspective, can potentially condemn an individual towards a negative life trajectory with no hope of alternation, something that any form of rehabilitation such as anger management or convict reform arguably disputes.

When it comes to applying criminological theories to the modern context, real world examples such as crime prevention strategies seemingly suggest that the basis of rational choice theory has been widely acknowledged and supported with case study examples. One such example is provided by the New Zealand Government (2017) and their publication of a report on the impact of CCTV in reducing crime in car parks. The report (2017) states that on average, actively spread and monitored CCTV reduces deviant activities within car parks by 54%, with the report stating that this is in line with RCT asserting that individuals consider costs and benefits before making a rational choice to conduct criminal activity, with the report further stating that attempts can therefore be made to shape an environment to increase the perceived risks to the offender, with CCTV working to deter individuals from committing offences due to the risk outweighing the benefits.

Appelbe (2009) further comments on how RCT and Routine Activity Theory (RAT) have influenced crime prevention strategies throughout Europe by attempting to fraught the triangle of criminal activity proposed by RCT and RAT - likely offender, suitable target, absence of guardian. Appelbe (2009) considers the wider use of CCTV, the improvement of street lighting, as well as specific case examples of motorcycle and car thefts being common in Germany in the 1960s. Furthermore, Appelbe (2009) explains that following legislation making helmets and steering column locks mandatory for all motorcycle riders and parked cars in Germany, there was a 60% decrease in both car theft, and motorcycle theft as individuals who rode on a motorcycle without a helmet were believed to be opportunists who stole the vehicles, thus demonstrating an increase in risk for offenders. 

The role of street lighting was extensively explored by Painter (1999) in their research on the Stoke-on-Trent area in the late 1990s. Painter (1999) states that evidence shows that lighting reduces crime by improving visibility, and therefore deters deviant activity due to the increase in risk of being caught. Additionally, Painter (1999) highlights the knock-on effects of improved lighting, and that is the encouragement of increased street usage, which in turn provides more natural surveillance as lighting increases community confidence, with improved illumination reducing the overall fear of crime (Painter, 1999). 

Furthermore, following Painter’s (1999) analysis showing a prevalence decrease in crime of 26%, and an incidence decrease of 45% - as a result of improved lighting - more recently, newer research has been conducted by Davies and Farrington (2018) on the impact of switching off street lighting and its relation to RCT and RAT.

Davies and Farrington (2018) found that following the switching off of street lighting in Maldon, Essex, burglary and vehicle crime increased, but criminal damage remained unchanged, and violence decreased in the area. Although burglary and vehicle crime increased which would be in accordance with the principles proposed by RCT and RAT, Davies and Farrington (2018) state that they believe and account for the violence decrease as being due to the lack of lighting, thus deterring individuals from going out at night, therefore removing the “suitable target” from the RCT and RAT principles. Furthermore, criminal damage being unchanged by the alteration of lighting conditions could also be explained as it could be argued that more guardians would be present at home and less guardians would be in public locations, should less individuals have gone out at night. Therefore, this absence of foot traffic from public spots at night, could explain the unchanged statistics as potential deviants could have moved closer to the local town and city centre knowing it would be quieter than residential areas, thus, accounting for the statistics to match the theoretical perspective (Davies and Farrington, 2018).

When it comes to real world applications of SOCT / SECT, Costello and Laub (2020) state that research by Laub and Sampson (1997) found early perceptions of children and adolescents regarding fairness and legitimacy of the justice system, through neighbourhood interactions with legal actors such as the police can shape and determine the outcomes of legal socialisation. Laub and Sampson (1997) highlight how negative interactions as a result of perceiving or experiencing unfair or harsh treatment, can play a role in “socialisation processes'' that determine an individual's belief in the legitimacy of the law and a willingness to be law-abiding. The study (Laub and Sampson,1997) further notes that poor experiences or interactions with any aspect of the justice system can weaken attachments to family, school, and community, which in turn leads to increased criminality as SOCT and SECT state that those ties are what prevent deviant behaviour in the first place.

Additionally, Laub and Sampson (1997) found that the implications of such interaction and subsequent eroding of ties leading to potential deviancy, includes long term employment issues such as job stability due to previous convictions, thus in turn leading to further criminal actions should all other avenues be explored and failed. The findings of Laub and Sampson (1997) are echoed similarly by the works of Brown and Charles (2019) which found that contact and early criminalisation by the justice system at an early age, leads to an increased likelihood of reoffending, with potential implications being drawn from principles such as labelling theory (Becker, 1963).

Costello and Laub (2020) highlight that real world studies have in fact shown that there are two direct mechanisms in which association or involvement with the criminal justice system can weaken an individual’s social bond within society. Firstly, Costello and Laub (2020) state the direct effect is the weakening of belief in the “moral validity of the law”, with research showing increased cynicism towards legal authorities as a result of bad experiences. Secondly, Costello and Laub (2020) state that the indirect effect is the previously established loosening of familial and communal ties, therefore with reduced links to society, commitment to a law abiding life potentially being compromised, as well as lack of belief and involvement in society, can ultimately reduce the influence of social control on an individual, and therefore, make them less likely to resist deviant activities, due to a lack of things to hold onto, according to Costello and Laub (2020) and the implications of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (2019) Social Control and Self-Control Theories.

In isolation, both the classicist “rational actor” perspective of RCT and RAT, and the “integrated” perspective of SOCT and SECT, seemingly offer a credible and often, academically supported explanation for deviant - or lack thereof in the case of SOCT - behavioural activities within society. However, both RCT and SOCT do not provide an overarching and complete answer for the reason for deviancy, as both perspectives have been criticised and debated which is why there is ultimately not one, but many theories of crime. 

With regards to relevance for modern crime issues, functionalist theorists such as Durkheim would argue crime can in part contribute positively to society - with people in communities coming together following victimisation, as well as also providing the function of setting boundaries within society (Liska and Warner, 1991) -, this perspective could arguably be seen with the societal response to the death of Sarah Everard, and the many initiatives and demand for social change that occurred following her death (Topping, 2021). 

One such initiative that demonstrates the role that RCT and RAT still plays in addressing modern crime issues within society is the “Strut Safe” volunteer service which seeks to improve the safety of women on night’s out, with volunteers offering individuals that feel vulnerable or unsafe, a guardian to escort them home (Dewar, 2021), with the presence of an escort being an intentional strategy to deter deviant activities and minimise vulnerabilities of an individual to ensure they do not succumb to the circumstances proposed by RCT (Clarke and Cornish, 1986) and become a victim of crime.

Furthermore, the principle concept and ideas behind SOCT are evidenced when looking at criminal exploitation, gangs, county lines, and knife crime, with both the Children’s Commissioner (2019) and NSPCC (2022) highlighting that individuals that are the most vulnerable and susceptible to criminal exploitation and gang recruitment are individuals who have weakened social and communal ties, with family issues or family violence and abuse being a norm for over 2.1 million children, as well as 740,000 children demonstrating low commitment to school. The NSPCC (2022) further state that individuals that are groomed for gangs are often children that have been excluded from school, and are children who feel they do not have a future, a key facet of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (2019) SOCT, where commitment to the future is stated as being one of the four pillars that prevent deviant behaviour, as well as strong ties to family which is something the most vulnerable - who are the most likely to commit crime (Newburn, 2016) - do not experience.

When taking a step back and considering the day-to-day workings of the modern world: streetlights, security cameras, images of police officers in shop windows, initiatives such as “Strut Safe” (Dewar, 2021), and community groups such as Neighbourhood Watch (2022), are all utilised and operated under the assumptions and empirical findings of criminological theories such as RCT and RAT. Similarly, the statistical data provided by Children’s Commissioner (2019) seemingly demonstrates that principles explored in SOCT, have evidential foundations and relevance for modern crime issues that come with criminal exploitation and gang culture.

Ultimately, although there is seemingly a difference in scale for empirical evidence supporting such theories as RCT and SOCT, with RCT and RAT principles arguably having a wider reach and influence when addressing modern crime issues, SOCT is still relevant and has been arguably proved through circumstantial analysis conducted by organisations such as the NSPCC (2022) and Children’s Commissioner (2019), leading to the conclusion that both rational choice theory and social control theory are both relevant criminological theories for understanding crime and deviant behaviour in the 21st century.

This essay has touched on the varying perspectives within the wide-ranging schools of criminological thought and has homed in on rational choice theory as well as social control theory to present two different perspectives within criminology. The essay has then applied modern case examples observed within modern crime issues to determine which theory or perspective is most relevant, with the conclusion ultimately finding that both perspectives are equally relevant and impactfully witnessed when observing deviant behaviour from the perspectives that these theories propose.
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