


This essay will explain in full depth three historical theories of crime in society. One historical theory will be focused on is Sigmund Freud’s theory of Psychoanalysis, specifically the area of Psychoanalytic Criminology. Another historical theory will include Structural Functionalism, as well as the theory of Labelling Theory. After explaining these theories and their links to crime, they will then be linked to a modern-day context by using real-life case-studies to see if these historical theories have any relevance to crime in modern-society. Finally, this essay will create a formal conclusion which will state which of these three theories has the most relevance to crime issues in the present day. To give extra context for the reader, the essay will start off with a brief explanation of criminology and the importance of having theories attached to it.
Roufa (2019) states that ‘Criminology’ is the study of crime from a societal perspective, which could include investigating who commits crimes, explaining why these people commit crimes, finding out the impact of these actions, and coming with plans or methods in how to prevent these people from committing crimes. The Judicial Learning Centre (2019) explains the importance of laws in society and why they should be respected, which are to protect everyone’s safety in society, to upheld everyone’s rights as citizens against abuse from other individuals, organisations, and the government. Briggs (2009) states that the reason why having different theories relating to crime is important because they help to provide evidence for the big historical debate of how crime should be handled and how they should be prevented, as criminologists throughout time have been seeking out the best possible solutions to reduce all different types and levels of crime.
One possible historical theory of crime is Psychoanalytic Criminology. Buhagiar (2006) states that psychoanalytic criminology is the theory of criminal study which is an extension of Sigmund Freud’s (1856-1939) theory of Psychoanalysis. This theory investigates the personality and the unconscious psyche in the criminal’s motivation to commit crimes. To put into context, McLeod (2018) states that Sigmund Freud’s original theory of psychoanalysis revolved around examining mental illnesses and theorised explanations for human behaviour. Freud believed that the events in everyone’s childhoods had a significant influence in shaping how we are and behave in our adult lives. One example Freud gave was that a cause of anxiety in adulthood had stemmed from a traumatic experience from the adult’s childhood.  
A possible element which can link to the psychoanalytic criminology theory could be the Nature and Nurture debate. Cherry (2020) state that nature and nurture is an age-old debate which argues whether it is the genetics or the environmental factors that forms your personality and your behaviour. Anon (2021) explains that ‘nature’ refers to the psychical and biological element of human nature, which includes genetics, and ‘nurture’ refers to the quality of care and upbringing a child receives, which could be by parents, guardians, or influence by the media. Some people might argue that the nature and nurture debate links with the psychoanalytic criminology theory because they both have arguments which suggest that the environment you were surrounded in as a child could influence the way a person behaves and thinks in adulthood, in other words, the ‘nurture’ side. One possible example could be if a child grew up having one or both parents who are criminals, then the psychoanalytic criminology theory would suggest that the child will grow up subconsciously believing that committing crimes is a normal thing to do, and then the child would start committing crimes as an adult as a result of their environmental upbringing. 
Smith (2019) claims that the benefits of using a psychoanalytic approach to criminology could be that the therapists who use this approach tend to be more empathetic and understanding towards the individuals, the approach helps to deal with past and present traumas and provides a safer environment for the individual to relive their traumas while in therapy. This information might convince some readers that the use of psychoanalytic criminology is a good theory and approach because it is not outright blaming the criminal for being the way that they are, because some criminals and delinquents might have been raised in an environment where breaking the law is a regular thing, or they might have received some type of trauma during childhood which might cause them to act-out aggressively in adulthood, which could lead to law-breaking. Perhaps we should create a better environment in our society to reduce people committing crimes, or have the government invest more money for psychoanalytic therapy to help prevent criminals from committing further crimes?
However, Horner (2006) claims that the downsides to psychoanalytic criminology can be the fact that the theory does not take into account factors such as the individual’s in-born mindset, personality, and behaviour, and also the individual’s ability to perform and handle tasks independently. This information might convince some readers that some criminals are just born with their personality and behaviour, possibly because not all criminals have terrible upbringing, and some might just commit crimes despite knowing what they are doing is wrong. 
Another possible historical criminal theory could be Structural Functionalism. Bell (2013) defines structural functionalism as a theory which portrays society as a complex orderly system with different structures which are linked or societal patterns that running in order to meet the requirements and needs of everyone in society. Some examples of this by Bell (2013) could include; aging people of society are relived of most of their responsibilities, which as a result, passes the roles down to the next generations. Deviant members of society form solidarity of people who brand specific behaviours as deviant. Families allow society to grow and continue, and they foster children into understanding the norms and values that are expected in order to blend in and function in society. Pope (1975) states that sociologist Emile Durkheim (1958-1917) is one of the most important pioneers of the structural functionalism theory. 
In regard to crime, Thompson (2016) states that structural functionalism suggests that crime, and criminals in general, are actually beneficial to society because of the believe that crime increases and improves social integration and social regulation. Thompson (2016) then goes on to state that Durkheim believed that small amounts of crime is a certainty and necessary, because he also believed that crime could bring people in society together and form social change such as creating new laws and deciding on how justice should be carried out. A possible example of structural functionalism could be the criminal justice system, is there were not any criminals or deviants in society then most people could argue that there would not be any need for a justice system.
From the information gathered, some readers might argue that structural functionalism is a good theory on crime because the theory encourages solidarity and engagement with society, and that every group of people in society has a role to play. However, Polger (2000) states that many philosophers believe that, although structural functionalism had good intentions in theory, in reality it fails because it does not give an explanation for certain mental states, specifically it cannot explain sensations or other mental states that are present in the conscious mind. Also, Jarvie (1986) claims that the theory itself is conservative (which some readers might now think the idea biased towards Durkheim’s beliefs), has restrictions, and other researchers believe it is blatantly false.   
A final possible historical theory of crime could be the Labelling Theory. Nickerson (2021) defines the labelling theory as an approach to the subject of crime and deviance which focuses on the different ways in how certain agents (for example, the government, the media) stigmatise and stereotype specific groups in society, and also the ways in which the stigmatised groups change their behaviour once they have been labelled by society. Nickerson (2021) then goes on to state that Howard Becker (1928-) came up with the idea, in 1963, that crime and delinquency is a consequence of outside judgments and labels, which changes the way an individual views themselves and would change their behaviour and the way society views that person with a label. A possible example of labelling could be if someone came from a town, city, or area that is known to be rough or crime-ridden, then people from outside that location might automatically label people from those rough areas as thugs. Some readers might believe that the mindset behind the labelling theory is accurate because some would claim that people in society are still putting labels on certain groups, which could influence the way those group behave.
On the contrary, Crossman (2020) states that the problems with the labelling theory could be that it overlooks factors such as different methods of socialisation, varying attitudes, and lack of opportunities, which could lead to criminal acts and deviancy. Also, there people like ex -convicts who might end up repeating offences then going back to prison because they made friends and connections with fellow convicts, which some might argue would increase the chances of the convicts being exposed to new opportunities to break the law. This information might influence readers into thinking that, although the labelling theory might have validity in society, but that it should not be held as the definitive theory of crime because of these gaps.
For this section of the essay, one of the three chosen theories (labelling theory) will be applied to real-life events, specifically events relating to the topic of Moral Panics. Walsh (2020) defines a moral panic as a feeling of fear that is felt nationwide, usually an illogical or groundless fear, that a terrible person, or a terrible group of society, are threatening the social norms, values, and well-being of society or a small community. Stanley Cohen (1942-2013) was one of the first to investigate a series of moral panics. Specifically, Cohen (1973) examined the public reaction in Britain in the 1960s towards the youth culture groups of the “mods” and “rockers”, both groups revolving arounds youths dressing a certain way, listening to a specific genre of music, and both starting fights with each other in public places such as beaches and music halls. Cohen (1973) believed that because these groups went against the traditional societal norms and values, especially at that time period, both groups portrayed as a threat to society in the British media.
A possible recent example of a moral panic in British society could be the idea of ‘chavs’ or ‘goths’. Critcher, Hughes et al (2013) explain that in the early 21st century, there was the emergence the word ‘chav’, which was primarily used as a derogatory term towards young, lower-class, British members of society, specifically those who wear items of clothing including; tracksuits, trainers, caps and designer items. The ‘chavs’ are usually stereotyped in the British media as being thugs, benefit scroungers, drug addicts and thugs. The demonisation of this group in society could have also been fuelled by tv series’ including Skins which typically portray young and teenage life as being full of boozing, sex, drugs and partying. 
Some readers might believe, from all the information provided in this essay, that the labelling theory has a role in moral panics because, as stated by Greer & Reiner (2014), moral panics are generally fuelled by the media successfully labelling a specific situation, or set of individuals, as criminals or deviants and are portrayed as a threat to society, which can result in a nationwide panic. Some might also think that the fact that young people who like to dress a certain way are automatically labelled could influence their attitudes towards society, for example they might show contempt towards older members of society, which could cause deviancy.
Another real-life event, that is also related to moral panics, could be the murder of the toddler James Bulger. Her Majesty’s Courts Service (2000) states that three-year-old James Bulger was abducted by two ten-year-old boys named Jon Venables and Robert Thompson in February 1993 at a Liverpool shopping centre, where James was then taken to a train-track a few miles away to be beaten, tortured and mutilated. The two ten-year-olds then dumped James’ dead body onto the tracks in order for it to seem as though James had wondered onto the tracks and got killed by accident. Hollingshead (2005) stated that shortly after the horrific murder, the media had began circulating stories claiming that the killing had been inspired by the horror film ‘Child’s Play 3’, which featured a scene where the main character ‘Chucky’ tortures someone by pouring paint into someone’s eye which was something the killers did to James during the murder. As a possible result of these suggestions, there had been a moral panic in the British over violent films being viewed by underage children were going to influence their mindset into believing hurting and killing people is normal, despite the fact there was no evidence given to the court that either of the boys had seen the film.
Some readers might argue that the labelling theory had played a role in the aftermath of James Bulger’s murder because this murder might have contributed to the negative stereotyping and labelling given towards young people by the older generations in the following years, and also the fact that it is likely that with the negative media backlash against violent films, children who had watched those types of violent films at the time (which could also be argued by some readers, still persists to this day) were labelled as deviant, or future psychopathic criminals because their minds were corrupted by what they saw in films or television. In addition, some might claim that psychoanalytic criminology could also be applied to the murder because of the possibility that the young killers might have been influenced by their environment, family upbringing, the type of media they consumed, which could have help led to them committing the murder, which many might believe does not justify or excuse what they did.
Two of the three chosen theories of crime, Labelling Theory and Psychoanalytic Criminology are likely to be the most relevant historical criminal theories, based on the gathered evidence and research. First of all, with psychoanalytic criminology, it covers the area of environmental and social upbringing, which could be considered to be relevant because of the fact that quite often today, you might read a report of someone who had committed an act such as murder, there is usually background information on the perpetrator having a rough upbringing or traumatised childhood. For example, in recent school shootings in America, there are usually reports that follow which suggest that the shooter did not have a loving or caring parents, or he/she had been frequently bullied and harassed by the people at school, which some might argue could have influenced his/hers actions. The labelling theory could still be considered to be relevant in modern society because of possible moral panics surrounding young people using social media platforms such as Tik-Tok, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, which (similar to the violent movies scare with the James Bulger murder) can be considered to be corrupting the youth of today, and the kids who are utilising those platforms might be given negative labels. 
In contrast, some readers might believe that the Structural Functionalism theory might not have much relevance to modern society, when it comes to crime. One possible reason for this could be that the theory was suggested too long ago, when there was not as much science and research as there is today that might have influenced key-thinkers such as Emile Durkheim, in order to make his theories more accurate. Also, many of the sources that had been utilised for this essay claim that the structural functionalism theory is flawed in reality, because they suggest that everyone in society does conform to the norm in some way, and that the theory is too focused on society as a whole and does not focus on individuals, which could render the theory as unreliable when being used in the present day, particularly when it comes to crime.  
In conclusion, three of the historical theories of crime could include Psychoanalytical Criminology, which is the examination into discovering why certain types of people commit crimes and what are the possible influences that leads to law-breaking. One element of this theory could include the Nature and Nurture debate, which also involves arguing and discussing why these people commit crimes. Specifically, is it the environmental upbringing that influences their future behaviour, or could it just be the way which they are genetically pre-disposed to committing crimes? Another criminal theory involved Structural Functionalism, which is the belief that each group of society has a role to play, including criminals. Functionalists believe that a small amount of crime in society is necessary because it creates social solidarity, and promotes social change, which some of the many of the research evidence suggest that the theory does not work because of the lack of focus on specific individuals. The other criminal theory investigated was the labelling theory, which is the idea that when specific groups and individuals present in society, including mods, rockers, chavs and juveniles, are given negative labels by both the media and people in the country or community, which might make those individuals think “well, if everyone believes I am a menace and low-life, I might as well be one” which some readers might believe is a problem that is still relevant in the present day, particularly in regards to the rise of social media and violent films.        
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