
‘Criminals are born, not made. Discuss’

Ultimately, criminals are those who commit crime. There are numerous theories to support the argument between nature and nurture, or that criminals are born and not made. My focus will primarily be on the nurture side of the debate, concentrating on the evidence to support that criminals are in fact made (Nikitina, 2019). This supporting paper will discuss the Social Leaning Theory, along with the studies of Bandura et al and the impact of parents on child delinquency. 

One of the theories to support the ideology that criminals are made is the Social Learning Theory. The Social Learning Theory is a theory that proposes that all behaviour is leant and modelled by those around them (Akers, 2015).  The theory suggests that criminality does not come from genetics or personal intent, but from social factors, friends, family and environmental or geographical influence (Rotter, 1982). The theory suggests that criminal behaviour is learnt through vicarious learning. Vicarious learning is the means of learning via observation of another. The idea behind the theory is watching someone behave and then witnessing the outcome of their behaviour would be the deciding factor of whether you would inherit or learn this behaviour (Pratt, 2010). Another way this theory applies is when children watch tv and films, they are often influence by the scenes watched, hence why they are often seen to mimicking accents/ fraises and behaviour of actors. Eron et al performed a study whereby he analysed the correlation between films and aggression. The study revealed that there was a clear correlation between children watching aggressive films and growing up and presenting aggressive and somewhat illegal behaviour, predominately in males (Eron, 1984). 

Bandura et al performed a study in 1961 also basing their research on the Social Learning Theory, a similar study to Etron. The overall objective of the experiment was to prove that learning can happen through the medium of sheer observation of a person or model, increasing the likely hood of the child harbouring the behaviour even when the person/model is not present (McLeod, 2011). The experiment consisted of 72 children both female and male, being shown three aggressive toys, and three non-aggressive toys. The study concluded that young males imitated aggression, verbal aggression and play that involved the imitation of guns and serious injury. Whilst young females did not imitate any physically aggressive behaviour but did display significant verbal aggression. It is clear that negative influence was more so harboured by the young males than females. In conclusion, tne experiment unveiled that it is in fact possible for children to imitate and learn certain behaviours that have been modelled by something or someone. Also, that behaviour that is showed/ modelled by adults who are male will possess a greater influence on the behaviour of a child than a female (Bandura, 2006).

In terms of influence, a journal by Hove, M describes the relationship between parenting and delinquency. Hove conducted a meta-analysis of whether the connection between parenting and delinquency is not only present, but the degree of the correlation. Usually, if a child acts in an unacceptable manner or even breaks the law, the parents are known to be deemed liable for their child’s behaviour (Warr, 1993). This also originates from and reverts back to the Social Learning Theory, whereby children model the behaviour of their parents. Hove’s findings revealed that not only was there a 61% correlation between delinquency and parenting, but also that an absence in support along with neglect, divorce and coercive control form strong links to delinquency and rogue behaviour. The overall findings of the report stated that there is a stronger correlation between child delinquency and parenting if the child and parent are of the same sex. Therefor meaning that if a father is negligent of their son and daughter, there is 35% less more chance that the son would become delinquent than the daughter (Hove, 2014).

Another theory to suggests that criminals are made, is the Labelling Theory. Essentially the labelling theory is Howard Becker’s theory of how a person ends up in a deviant career more likely to become a criminal. The Labelling theory focuses on society’s reaction to the deviant behaviour rather than the behaviour itself. To put it simply, there are five stages to the theory. Firstly, someone is labelled as deviant, an example being, someone being called a troublemaker. Secondly, the person who has been deemed as the troublemaker seeks others who have also been labelled as troublemakers. Thirdly, the troublemaker goes to prison, but upon release is now given a master status by others. Because of this status, there are very limited opportunity in society. Lastly, as a result, the persons character becomes entirely dependent on their deviant identity as a troublemaker, as per example. All five of these stages amalgamate towards a deviant career as a criminal (Becker, 2018).

There are other factors that also contribute towards criminal behaviour being learnt. A paper by Foster, L revealed that having a criminal parent or parent with any criminal conviction at all increases the chance of the child following in their footsteps marginally. She also discusses the correlation between conviction, unemployment and deprived areas when it comes to criminal behaviour. When someone is unemployed and experiencing poverty, they mostly turn to crimes such as stealing to earn money. If someone was then to attempt to revoke their reputation and criminality upon release, they would try to get employment but might not succeed due to their criminal record, potentially resulting in poverty, which leads them back to crime (Foster, 2014).
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