Explain the main historical theories of crime and apply one/some of the theories to a modern-day context
Lucy Durnell

Criminological theories have long existed within society and take various forms to explain the reasons behind why individuals adopt a criminal career. As society has developed, so too has the need for further research to eliminate the risk that crime has within civilisation and develop preventable means to avoid its impacts.  Academics and criminologists explore personal behaviour, economic influences and political ideologies as a cause for crime and lean on historical theories to shape public understanding as to why crime still exists in the 21st century. Bruinsma (2016:660) suggests that academics have studied criminology for over 200 years to ‘uncover the phenomena…and relationships between causes and crime’. Evansburg (2001:1565) argues that policy and criminal law ‘assumes that criminals commit crimes freely’, while others such as Jeroslow (2011) rely heavily upon biological explanations as a means of committing illegal acts.  To understand public perception of crime, it is important to identify the shift in historical theories, and how modern-day examples of crime adapt on past theories but account for societies development. 
The historical timeline of crime begins with religious influences and Rothman (2002) explain the idea of crime being a ‘fall from grace’ and flourished in the Eighteenth century. Many academics such as Adamczyk, Freilich and Kim (2017) support the idea of crime being a sin and discuss those with an interest in after life experiences and the devil were more likely to commit crime. Crime control during that era was somewhat more extreme to modern day crime, with punishment often resulting in death, but Churchill (2019) discusses historical concepts of theories of crime to have allowed for a development in social understanding of how crime has evolved and how many modern theories of crime form from historical theories such as Classicism and Positivism. While Classicism theories focus on rational choice and the essence of free will (Chen and Einat 2015), positivism encompasses human genetics and ‘forces beyond the individual’s control’ as a defence for crime (Clarke 2018:25) 
The shift from religion began evolving with biological influences and notably one of the most discussed theories evident within society is the theory now referred to as positivism. Within positivism, academics have highlighted biological evidence which has been used as a defence or reason for criminal acts being committed. From the theory of positivism came Lombroso’s born criminal theory. Lombroso developed Darwin’s theory of evolution and believed that criminals are born and defects in genetic material were evident within criminals and has been used as an explanation for crimes being committed (Jeroslow 2011). Jalava (2006) explored Lombroso’s ideas of criminals having genetics resembling apes, and deformities in head shape, brain growth and distinctive physical features were identified amongst criminals, more so than those with no criminal tendencies.  Fox (2017) furthers this by identifying ‘genetics, hormones and neurological defects’ are also areas to be explored when considering biological influences of crime. The Evolutionary Neuroandrogenic Theory discussed by Ellis (2003) adds to Darwin’s theory of evolution, accounting for genetic traits/influences in relation to criminal or delinquent behaviour. Ellis and Hoskin (2015) lean towards hormonal influences and high levels of testosterone negatively affects the human body, at times making the brain react differently, leading them to criminal tendencies.   However, some academics such as Appelbaum, Elger and McSwiggan (2016:21) and Baum (2013) would argue that these defects or abnormalities in biological structures ‘substantially impairs the ability to understand’, and ‘exercise self-control’ in criminal circumstance. In the modern context, examples of criminal convictions have been closely associated with biological and at times the existence of psychological abnormalities, in particular ADHD. According to Hammerness (2009), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder or ADHD is believed to be a neurobiological disorder which encompasses both genetics and environmental impacts that affect a person’s behaviour. The ‘impulsivity’ of the disorder can often result in an individual committing an act without having the ability to consider the dangers or implications of that act. Blevins et al (2002:345) argues that ADHD is biological only and is ‘transmitted through family lines’ supporting the idea of the positivist view of crime being out of an individual’s control. Gudjonsson and Young (2010:212-213) discuss how the disorder poses a big threat to the criminal justice system, with most cases going undiagnosed. In 1996, Billy Joe Friend was convicted of being involved in the murder of an 18-year-old.  It was noted that during the trial, Friend had ‘poor intellectual functioning, attentional problems and distractibility’, but was sentenced aged 15. In 2003, Friend was diagnosed with ADHD and his conviction was quashed, due to the CPS failing to identify his vulnerabilities and disorder during the trial. According to the BBC (2019), undiagnosed conditions such as ADHD contribute to reoffending rates of 32%, and a person’s illness or defect can see them serving a custodial sentence for committing a crime unknowingly. With cases such as Friend, it could be argued that further analysis of criminological theories need to be carried to take into account additional behavioural or biological defects that are evident in individuals, or review the CPS’s authorities or powers to account for crimes that are committed by those that a positivist would argue do so out of that person’s control. Kvale (1973:156) concludes by suggesting that a positivist view acknowledges and supports ‘natural science’ as a cause of criminal acts, although it is evident that there are many additional factors to be considered when categorising if a person is guilty or not. 
Leading the way regarding biological explanations, Lombroso accounted for nature to take its course of action and allowed for individual genetic characteristics to be associated with crime. Many academics criticised his studies, highlighting that in the modern context, his ideas are outdated. Gatti and Verdi (2012) argue that Lombroso’s theory effectively investigates genetic material, singling those individuals out, assuming they would be liable for criminal acts, adding to the stereotypical society that has evolved. By assuming that someone’s DNA would make them more susceptible to crime, is unfair and unjust in the modern context, as further criminological theories have explored. Developments in technology and advances in medicine have almost disproved Lombroso’s born criminal theory but acknowledge during that era, seemed the most probable cause of crime. 
While some academics would argue that crime depends on lack of control through biological means, Clarke (2018) and Sutherland (1947) would argue that criminal activities or delinquency is a behaviour learned from peers or parental management from a young age. As highlighted by Schnepel and Weatherburn (2015), crime was believed to shift more towards social issues and external factors and is referred to in modern criminology as Classicism. Classicism explored elements of positivism but encompassed two elements, those being self-control and behaviours rather than biological explanations of crime. Firstly, Zebrowski (2011) supports this idea and highlights that crime theories in the modern era focus more so on ‘social environment’ and how that negatively influences and impacts individuals. Social influences and lack of personal interaction was identified by Rotter (1954) as cited by Moore (2011), where it was discussed that negative personal interaction and learned behaviour from peers and parents can also contribute towards criminal acts. DeLisi et al (2012:12) identified that ‘early starters of crime…are often raised in home environments characterised by multiple forms of family dysfunction’, and Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) highlight the main ‘component to criminality’ is as a result of poor parental management. Atkins et al (2017) explore Hirschi’s Social bond and control theory created in 1969, and examine delinquent behaviours develop when social or parental bonds are poor or absent. 
Starting with social bonds and relationships, Agnew (2003) would argue that those who have a family environment, with marriage, good education and employment prospects would be less likely to engage in criminal activities, whereas those from poorer backgrounds and suffering from elements of poverty would be more likely to lead a criminal life. To avoid the need or desire to commit crime, Bruinsma (2016:662) supports Hirschi’s social bond theory by suggesting that individuals need ‘a certain level’ of positive ‘commitment to society’ and bonds or relationships ‘restrain’ individuals from crime. Where these relationships in the home or community environment during childhood are weak or absent, it is believed that children in particular develop a behaviour directly associated with that negative relationship. According to the BBC (2012), in a study carried out in a schooling environment, 62.7% believed that criminal or bad behaviour was as a result of relationship breakdowns in the home environment, and 72.9% believed negative role models contributed to children engaging in criminal acts. In this circumstance, academics such as Adkins et al (2017) argue that witnessing crime or the lack of parental guidance and relationship directly impacts an individual’s ability to refrain from criminal acts, and it is not uncommon for individuals to follow the criminal career that has been adopted by family members. On reflection, it seems that academics believe that if a child witnesses’ parents, siblings or other relatives carrying out criminal acts, it becomes a way of life for some, and they are often oblivious to the laws that govern society in regard to crime. Dijk, Eichelsheim and Kleemans (2019) add the concept of ‘like father like son’, with statistics showing that children are more likely to follow in the criminal footsteps of a parent or guardian. Fox (2017) argues the nature, nurture debate, to bring about discussion as to whether crime is as a result of natures course, or a learned behaviour from social influences, lack of parental guidance and lack of opportunity in communities. 
The second element to be explored regarding Hirschi’s social bond and control theory and in fact classicism in general is the essence of self-control and the choices that individuals have. Where social bonds are absent, Bouffard and Rice (2010) would argue that a person’s ability to self-control and steer away from criminal means, is based on individual attitudes and acknowledging that crime they have witnessed or experienced carries a consequence.  The development of self-control is believed to have stemmed from the parental impact on a child (Cauffman, Jones and Piquero 2007), but focuses more so on the individuals ability to either break the family traditions of crime or to use the lack of guidance and relationship as a means of improving future prospects. In the modern society, Koo et al (2011:260) would argue that Hirschi’s control theory ‘promotes conformity to conventional norms’, and assuming that an individual has the capacity to acknowledge wrongdoing, would encourage them to adhere to law and statute. Although this is sometimes possible, academics such as Allen and Jacques (2014) believe in the element of choice and look more into the reward of crime being committed. While they acknowledge the wrongdoing of a crime, they argue that Rational Choice Theory has stemmed from Hirschi’s Social bond and control theory and considers a person’s ability to process the risk against the reward of the crime. For some, especially those living in highly populated areas, see criminal activity as an opportunity to gain, and a human’s ‘attempt’ to carry out the illegal act is based around the choice that they have (Hamilton 2011) and the low risk of being exposed. According to Jaynes, Paternoster and Wilson (2017), there is a correlation between the cost and benefits of a crime, and many would carry out an illegal act because the reward is greater than the risk of being held to account for that crime. For many, pleasure is the driver in rational choice, and previously there have been cases where the individual would acknowledge that what they did was illegal, but willingly carried it out and the benefit in doing so was more appealing than the thought of being caught. More often than not, individuals who are guilty of exercising rational choice, are morally negligent, and most certainly legally negligent in their activity, with no consideration for their victims (Bibik 2018).
            In recent months within the media, there has been the case of Reynhard Singaga, who was exposed for sexually assaulting and raping males, affecting 190 victims (BBC 2020). It was found that Singaga during his trial showed no remorse for those he had assaulted, and the choice he had to continue carrying out such horrendous acts would have continued had he not have been caught. In this instance, the pleasure that Singaga wanted and his need to fulfil this was a risk he had accepted, with the assumption he would go undetected. The element of choice is the aspect to be considered from this case in greater detail, assuming the person understands what they are doing is illegal, it’s the decision they make to carry out that criminal act. Arguably, this type of attitude or behaviour appears more commonly in child sexual abuse cases or in drug misuse cases, although the two are very different in nature, the end goal or result of the pleasure or gain is greater than the chance of them being exposed for wrongdoing. 
              On the other hand, for some, monetary and financial gain is the driving factor (Jacob 2011), however, many academics would argue that some people although have a choice to commit illegal acts, do so due to pressures or unnecessary strains that are placed on them within society. Agnew’s Strain Theory in 1985 acknowledge that there are sometimes instances where pressures are inflicted on individuals, resulting in them carrying out criminal acts (Akers and Meneses 2011). In relation to the strain theory, Curci and Greco (2017) addressed that money and often status are the most sought-after achievements, often leading to delinquent behaviour where this is absent. Society has developed, and as a result crime has become more complex and more of a necessity, especially with those from poorer backgrounds. Agnew and Thaxton (2017:888) address the Strain Theory or ‘criminal coping’ as being a way in which a person responds to stresses outside their control. ‘Where resources are low and with little social support’ the opportunity of crimes becomes more appealing to those in disadvantaged areas (Agnew 2001), exposing criminal vulnerabilities. In areas particularly where there are little or no job prospects, or where general education is poor, or with those claiming state benefits, generally the rate of crime is higher, and many commit crimes as a means of survival, due to the strain. An example of which being, a single parent family, living in social housing, could find themselves living a criminal life in order to provide for their children, as a result of financial pressures. Economic inequalities within communities is a fundamental issue associated with crime (Felson and Pare 2014) and the stain theory goes beyond the ability to self-control. While anyone of sane mind would know the difference between right or wrong, in instances where poverty is high, individuals are almost forced into committing illegal acts as a means of survival or to ensure self-interest (Hwang et al 2011). 
It is evident that there has been a shift from religious explanations of crime and there has been a shift towards social issues, understandably through developments in society (Fitzgerald 2011). What remains to be discussed is how prominent historical theories of criminology such as positivism and classicism are within the modern world. Geis (2000) argues that as crime is complex, it is unfair to apply one theory directly to the cause of the crime, and discussed that a variety of factors should be acknowledged when considering whether the fault is with the biological features of an individual, or if they are forced to commit crime or if they do so through behaviours learned. Many modern-day academics such as Bell, Blagden and Winder (2018), argue that while historically, religion was used as an explanation of crime, there has been a shift towards a more secular society, and developments have been made in criminology to see the bigger picture. Previously, there have been studies such as Lombroso’s born criminal theory which examined physical features within the human  population and trends in criminal activity were identified, and there is no dispute that at the time, there was a correlation between the two, but as society has advanced and with more complex factors to consider, the question is whether biological explanations such as Lombroso’s theory have any relevance in the modern society. There is the belief that certain characteristics and behaviours have developed in communities, and it has been highlighted that these learned behaviours have at times contributed to criminal means, however there are so many additional factors involved within crimes in the 21st century that it would be unjust and unfair to comment on whether one theory, whether it be positivism or classicism, is the driving theory in regards to modern crime. Allen and Jacques (2014:208) settle by suggesting that ‘people will act on their beliefs and values’ and individuals are responsible for their own actions, whether this be a criminal one or not.  Of course, it must be added that this statement applies directly to those who have the capacity to acknowledge wrongdoing. To conclude, it is to be noted that individuals in the modern society have different morals and values, meaning one person could see an act as illegal, while another may see it as a social norm, and as crimes and society continuously develop, there is scope for much more research in regards to criminological theories and how they can be universally applied in the modern context, and whether or not they still have relevance in todays society and to consider the impacts they have on the police forces around the country. 
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