


This essay will provide an examination into the topic of whether the theory of ‘nature’ or ‘nurture’ is the cause for criminal behaviour. The essay will start off by providing the definitions of both terms, the historical context behind these theories with links to key-people including Cesare Lombroso. The essay will also cover theories which support both ideas, including genetic inheritance, neurology (specifically Neurocriminology), families, environment, and media influences all with links to possible real-life cases. There will also be research evidence provided which either supports or debunks both theories, all followed by a formal conclusion. 
Thompson (2016) states that ‘nature’ is the theory which suggests that everyone behaves the way they are because they are acting according to their evolutional primal instincts. Thompson (2016) then states that one element to the theory of nature is that the behaviour could be genetic, for example some personality traits of a parent might get passed down to their child, meaning that the child would be born with those specific personality or behavioural traits. McLeod (2018) states that ‘nurture’ is the theory that a person is given their personality or behavioural traits as a result of external factors, which could include the quality of upbringing the child has received from their parents or guardians, or the type of environment the child had been exposed to while growing up.          
In the regards to the ‘nature’ theory, criminologist Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909) might be regarded by some readers one of the primary historical pioneers of this theory. Ellwood (1912) stated Lombroso believed that criminal behaviour in people is inherited genetically, and that potential criminals could be spotted from the way they look. For example, a thief could be spotted by his sharp facials features and wondering eyes. However, Bull & Green (1980) contradict Lombroso’s theory of criminals being identified by their psychical features because there is no substantial evidence which suggests that there is a link between certain types of crime and physical appearances, but that there is however an indication of people in society creating negative or harmful stereotypes towards people with certain physical appearances and their links to committing criminal activity. This information could suggest to some readers that although Lombroso’s ideas might be interesting from a historical standpoint, but they do not hold much weight in present day society, likely because of the time period in which he was alive in, where there might not have been as much scientifically accurate information to base his arguments as there is today.
One possible idea which could link into the theory of nature could be genetical inheritance. Downes & Matthews (2019) state that genetical inheritance (also known as heredity) is when a child shares one or more physical or psychological traits with one or both of his/hers biological parents, possibly more-so than it resembles the traits of the general population. Tehrani & Mednick (2000) state that certain mental or psychical disorders such as depression, schizophrenia, and anxiety could be genetically inherited down to an offspring at some point in their future, but it is not a certainty. This could make some readers think that if it is possible for these types of conditions to be genetically inherited, then could it be possible that individuals with criminal tendencies can pass their behaviour on to their kids? Tehrani & Mednick (2000) continue to state that it is unlikely that a single gene can cause a criminal personality in an individual, but it could be the result of multiple interactive genes which might increase the likelihood of a child being genetically predisposed to criminal behaviour. 
Another possible idea, which could link into the theory of nature causing criminal behaviour, might be neurology, specifically Neurocriminology. Hussain (2020) defines neurocriminology as an area of criminology which involves integrating elements of neurology, criminology and biology. The primary aim of neurocriminology is examine how crime and criminal behaviour can be prevented by looking into both genetics and the brain development of everyone who had been involved in acts of violence or any other criminal behaviour. An element of neurocriminology that could be linked with the nature theory could be the study of psychopathy. Frazier, Ferria, et al (2019) state that psychopathy is a personality disorder that is considered to be untreatable, which is where the affected person experiences little-to-no feelings of empathy and remorse. They then go on to state that psychopathy is likely the result of a biological defect in the structure of the person’s brain, where their prefrontal cortex (area of the brain responsible for development of personality) is underdeveloped, which the researchers believe is a major factor for the creation of psychopaths.
Kiehl & Hoffman (2011) state that psychopaths are approximately twenty to twenty-five times more likely to end up in prison compared to people who are not psychopathic, as well as being four to eight times more likely to violently re-offend and are mostly likely resistant to medical and therapeutic treatments. This information might convince some readers into believing that nature does have a role in the creation of criminal behaviour because of the likelihood of psychopaths being born the way they are through poor neurological development. However, Sanz-Garcia, Gesteira, et al (2021) state that only approximately 1.2% of the general population are considered to be psychopaths, which could imply that there are not as many as some people might think and it is unlikely that every criminal is a psychopath. Therefore, there might be other elements and influences which could cause criminal behaviour and is not just strictly a biological reasoning.
Regarding the ‘nurture’ theory, some might argue the quality of upbringing determines the behavioural and personality outcomes of the child in the future. Perrino (2015) states that there is evidence to suggest that a child’s development of behaviour and personality is highly influenced by either their parents or guardians. Which also indicated that if a child is brought up good parents, then the child is likely also going to grow up as a good person, or if a child was brought up by mean or nasty parents, the child could also pick-up on this and adopt these attitudes as they grow up. This information could convince some readers into thinking that if a child was brought with parents, who are criminals and deviants, then the child might grow up with the idea that committing crimes is the norm and might imitate their criminal parent’s poor attitudes to the law.
In addition to the upbringings in families, another possible nurture like could be the presence of childhood trauma. For example, Picker (2007) states that a parent’s mistreatment of a child approximately doubles the possibility that the child will later engage in criminal behaviour. Also, neglected and abused children are at an increased risk of being arrested and convicted as both juvenile delinquents and as adults. This information might show that if a child was exposed to either physical, mental or sexual abuses as a child, then might warp their psychological development as a result of their mental trauma. If we want to prevent these children from being juvenile delinquents or career criminals in their adulthood, then perhaps the government should fund/invest in more juvenile therapeutic rehabilitation programmes, in order to help treat their trauma and stop them going down the wrong path later in their lives?
Another possible factor of the nurture theory could be the influence of mass media. Livesey (2011) defines mass media as channels of communication that has the involvement of presenting and transmitting pieces of information in a particular way to a large number of people. Possible examples of methods of mass media can include television, films, newspapers, radio and social media. Some people might think that children watching graphic and violent media, such as movies or tv programmes, cause influence them into either thinking violence against another is acceptable, or something “cool” to imitate. For example, Newman (2021) talks about the moral panic in Britain in the 1980s over the “video nasties” scandal, which revolved around the scare of children as young as 5 being able to buy or rent films containing scenes of gory violence, and scenes of sexual violence, on home video cassettes without the requirement of adult accompaniment. Which had led to the media, at the time, to state that children being able to freely view these types of films could affect their mindset, including claims that the films could cause psychopathy in children. These claims got further aggravated in 1993 with the murder of toddler James Bulger, when reports in the media reported that one of the 10-year-old killers had a video copy of the horror film Child’s Play 3, which caused suggestions that the two killers had re-enacted scenes from the film when they were torturing James Bulger by the train tracks.
Another possible example of violent media influencing criminal behaviour in people could be the Hungerford Massacre in 1987. Foreman (1993) states that on August 19th, 1987, a 27 year-old man named Michael Ryan had shot and killed sixteen people, which included a British police officer and his own mother, around the English town of Hungerford. Michael Ryan then killed himself from a self-inflicted gunshot wound to his head, while hiding in the school where he was a former pupil at. Webster (1989) talks about how, shortly after the massacre had occurred, there were reports in the British media comparing the shooting to violent films at the time, specifically the Rambo film. There were unsubstantiated claims suggesting that Michael Ryan repeated that he was “playing Rambo” during the shooting, and many media outlets, including residents of Hungerford and MPs, demanding that “Rambo-type” films should be banned. However, there was no evidence that Michael Ryan had watched the Rambo films, since he posses any copies of the film, and Hungerford did not have a cinema at the time. These bits of evidence might suggest to some readers that media reports on violent pieces of media influences criminal behaviour are either exaggerated, in order to draw attention and make money off causing moral panics, or the claims themselves are blatantly false, since the reports do not provide scientific evidence to back up their claim, and there also does not appear to be definitive proof that the perpetrators of these tragic events had actually seen the violent films which the media claims they had viewed. Although, The American Psychological Association (2013) states that children being regularly exposed to violent or disturbing films or television can be at risk of becoming less respectful towards the pain and sufferings of other people, at risk of becoming more fearful of society, and at risk developing increased levels of aggression that could result in causing harm to people around them. However, this research does emphasise that children viewing violent films and television can be one of many factors of causing criminal behaviour, not a definitive cause.  
This part of the essay will take a look at real-life killers and will try to apply the nature and nurture theories to their behaviour. The first look will be Ted Bundy. The Crime Museum (2021) explains that Ted Bundy was an American serial killer, who had admitted to murdering 30 women between the years 1974 and 1978, before being arrested and convicted, and was executed by an electric chair in 1989. Bonn (2019) states that Ted Bundy was a psychopath who had lacked empathy, or the ability to experience regret or remorse, and had virtually no regard towards the lives of other human beings, but instead he took pleasure in raping, torturing and murdering women, and had occasionally took polaroid photographs of his dead victims. Not only was Bundy regarded as a psychopath, Casuso (1989) points out that Ted Bundy himself admitted to being addicted to pornography, which had fuelled his desire to rape his female victims and also sexually abuse their dead bodies. From these pieces of evidence, some readers might believe that Ted Bundy was born with his criminal personality, because of the fact that many researchers branded Bundy a psychopath which, as detailed in the neurocriminology section above, is the result of the poor biological brain structure Bundy most likely would have been born with. Some might also believe that nurture might have also played a role in creating Bundy’s behaviour, because of Bundy’s admitted addiction to pornography that help in fuelling his desires to commit his acts of sexual violence.
Another killer is Richard Ramirez. Chervinski (2021) explains that Richard Ramirez was an American serial killer who was active committing his crimes in Los Angeles from 1984 to 1985 and eventually convicted of 13 murders, 5 murder attempts, 11 rapes, and 14 burglaries in 1988. He died of cancer in 2013, while awaiting his execution. Woodham (2021) highlights that, during Richard Ramirez’s childhood, his own father had been violently abusive Richard, as was his grandfather, which had resulted in Richard becoming fearful of his parents. Richard’s cousin, Miguel, had went to fight in the Vietnam war and when he returned, at the time Richard was 12 years of age, Miguel had regularly shown Richard photographs he had taken of women Miguel had raped and killed while in Vietnam, and had also occasionally bragged to Richard about the stories of his raping, mutilation and killings, which Woodham (2021) points out that Richard had found the stories arousing. Also, at the age of 13, Richard had witnessed Miguel murder his own wife by shooting her in the face. 
This information regarding Richard Ramirez’s childhood might make some readers believe that Richard’s criminal behaviour was the product of nurture, as a result of the violent abuse he had experienced from both his father and grandfather, which could have induced some kind of childhood trauma in Richard. On top of that, Richard being exposed to the graphic imagery of raped and murdered women from his cousin, along with the stories about his activity, and murdering his wife in front of young Richard could have led him into believing that killing and raping are both exciting acts to commit, which some might say were all leading causes to his serial killing and raping in his adulthood, unlike Ted Bundy, who is often shown by researchers as being a born psychopath. Perhaps if Richard Ramirez had grown up in a loving household, and had a much better role-model cousin, then maybe he would not have gone down the criminal path of murdering and raping?
Overall, from all of the research and evidence that had been utilised for this essay, readers might not think that a single theory, nature or nurture, is a sole cause for people developing criminal behaviour. There is evidence/research which presents arguments for and against on both theories. With nature, there is a strong possibility that poor biological neurology development in the brain could cause psychopathy personality, as possibly evidenced by the case of Ted Bundy, meaning that the person would have their criminal personality regardless if that person had an adequate upbringing. With nurture, there is some evidence/research which suggest that a child’s exposure to certain violent, or pornographic film, could influence their behaviour, as well as the quality of upbringing from the child’s parents. As with the case of Richard Ramirez, his terrible upbringing from his parents and cousin are mostly likely causes for his behaviour. Interestingly, with Ted Bundy, it appears that both nature and nurture had an affect on his criminal behaviour. Although the research mostly points towards nature for his cause, nurture also had a role through his addiction to pornography, which might imply to readers that nature caused his criminal personality, but nurture might have helped to influence and bring out his behaviour. These might show that both nature and nurture are causes for criminal behaviour in people. This could be further backed up by Scommegna (2019), who states that more than twenty years of research suggests that it is ever so clear that both nature and nurture had always been an active part in influencing behaviour, either on their own or both intertwined in different cases.
In conclusion, the theory of ‘nature’ is the belief or idea that people, including criminals, are born the way that they are, either as a result of genetics or level of biological development, which could include the creation of a psychopathic personality, or certain personality traits carried over from a biological parent. The theory of ‘nurture’ is the idea or belief that people develop their behaviour as a result of external factors, which might include the quality of parenting a child receives, or the content (for example, mass media) the child might be exposed to. From all the gathered research used for the purpose of this examination, it is now believed that neither nature or nurture are each sole causes of criminal behaviour, but rather they both have influences in the development of criminal behaviour in people.   
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