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A Control Theory of Delinquency

Travis Hirschi

This chaprer is the theoretical heart of Causes of Delinquency. It is often reprinted
and most textbooks in the field summarize the elements of the bond to society that it
describes. Because the theory focuses on the strength of the bond of the individual
to society, as perceived and reported by the individual, it has proved especially
compatible with survey research and the self-report method of measuring delin-
guency. Hirschi points our that this was no accident, that his training in survey
research and the survey data available 1o him undoubtedly influenced the manner in
which the theory was developed. Whatever its sources, this feature of the theory
helps account for the “perhaps unrivaled Jrequency” with which it has been the
subject of formal tests (Kempf 1993: 143). —JHL/TH

“The more weakened the groups to which [the individual] belongs,
the less he depends on them, the more he consequensly depends
only on himself and recognizes no other rules of conduct than

what are founded on his private interests.”— (Durkheim 195];
209)

_Control theories assume-that delinquent acts result when an individual’s
bond to society is weak or broken. Since these theories embrace two highly

complex concepts, the boed of the individual to society, it is not surpris-
ing that they have at one time or another formed the basis of explanations
of most forms of aberrant or unusual behavior. It is also not surprising that
control theories have described the elements of the bond to society in
many ways, and that they have focused on a variety of units as the point of
control.

I'begin with a classification and description of the elements of the bond to
conventional society. I try to show how each of these elements is related to
delinquent behavior and how they are related to each other. I then turn to the

“A Control Theory of Delinguency™ originally appeared in Causer of Delinguency (1969).

75




76 The Craft of Criminology

question of specifying the unit to which the person is presumably more or less
tied, and to the question of the adequacy of the motivational force built into
the explanation of delinquent behavior.

Elements of the Bond

Attachment Jvd v

o

In explaining conforming behavior, sociologists justly emphasize sensi-
tivity to the opinion of others,! Unfortunately, they tend to suggest that man
is sensitive to the opinion of others and thus exclude sensitivity from their
explanations of deviant behavior. In explaining deviant behavior, psycholo-
gists, in contrast, emphasize Insensitivity to the opinion of others.? Unfortu-
nately, they too tend to ignore variation, and, in addition, they tend to tie
sensitivity inextricably to other variables, to make it part of a syndrome or

“type,” and thus seriously to reduce its value as an explanatory concept. The -
psychopath is characterized only in part by “deficient attachment to or affec-

tiont for others, 2 failure to respond to the ordinary motivations founded in

- respect or regard for one’s fellows™ (Martin and Firzpatrick 1964: 130); he is
also characterized by such things as “excessive aggressiveness,” “lack of
superego control,” and “an infantile level of response™ (see also McCord and
McCord 1964: 1-22). Unfortenately, too, the behavior that psychopathy is
used to explain often becomes part of the definition of psychopathy. As a
result, in Barbara Wootton’s words: “[The psychopath] is . . . par excellence,
and without shame or qualification, the model of the circular process by
which mental abnormality is inferred from anti-social behavior while antj-
social behavior is explained by mental abnormality” (1959: 250).

The problems of diagnosis, tautology, and name-calling are avoided if the
dimensjons of psychopathy are treated as causally and therefore problemati-
cally interrelated, rather than as logically and therefore necessarily bound to
each other. In fact, it can be argued that all of the characteristics attributed to
the psychopath follow from, are effects of, his lack of attachment to others. To
say that to Jack attachment to others is to be free from moral restraints is to use
lack of attachment to explain the guiltlessness of the psychopath, the fact
that he apparently has no conscience or superego. In this view, lack of attach-
ment to others is not merely a symptom of psychopathy, it is psychopathy;
lack of comscience is just another way of saying the same thing; and the
violation of norms is (or may be) a consequence. )

For that matter, given that man is an animal, “impulsivity” and “aggres-
siveness” can also be seen as natural consequences of freedom from moral
restraints. However, because the view of man as endowed with natural pro-

pensities and capacities like other animals is peculiarly unpalatable to soci-
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ologists, we need not fall back on such a view to explain the amoral man’s
aggressiveness.® The process of becoming alienated from others often in-
volves or is based on actjve interpersonal conflict. Such conflict could easily
supply a reservoir of socially derived hostility sufficient to account for the
aggressiveness of those whose attachments to others have been weakened.

Durkheim said it many years ago: “We are moral beings to the extent that
we are social beings” (1961: 64). This may be interpreted to mean that we are
moral beings to the extent that we have “internalized the norms” of society.
But what does it mean to say that a person has internalized the norms of
society? The norms of society are by definition shared by the members of
society. To violate a norm is, therefore, 1o act contrary to the wishes and
expectations of other people. If a person does not care about the wishes and
expectations of other people—that is, if he is insensitive to the opinion of
others—then he is to that extent not bound by the norms. He is free to deviate.

The essence of internalization of norms, conscience, or superego thus lies
in the attachment of the individual to others.# This view has several advan-
tages over the concept of internalization. For one, explanations of deviant
behavior based on attachment do not beg the question, since the extent to
which a person is attached to others can be measured independently of his
deviant behavior. Furthermore, change or variation in behavior is explain-
able in a way that it is not when notions of internalization or superego are
used. For example, the divorced man is more likely after divorce to commit a
number of deviant acts, such as suicide or forgery. If we explain these acts by
reference to the superego (or internal control), we are forced to say that the
man “lost his conscience™ when he got a divorce; and, of course, if he remar-
ries, we have to conclude that he gets his conscience back. .

This dimension of the bond to conventional society is encountered in
most social control-oriented research and theory. F. Ivan Nye’s “internal con-
trol” and “indirect control” refer to the same element, although we avoid the
problem of explaining changes over time by locating the “conscience” in the
bond to others rather than making it part of the personality (Nye 1958: 5-7).
Attachment to others is just one aspect of Albert J. Reiss’s “personal con-
trols”; we avoid his problems of tautological empirical observations by mak-
ing the relationship between attachment and delinquency problematic rather
than definitional (Reiss 1951a). Finally, Scott Briar and Irving Piliavin’s
(1965) “commitment” or “stake in conformity” subsumes attachment, as their
discussion illustrates, although the terms they use are more closely associ-
ated with the next element to be discussed.’

Commitment 5t
N

“Of all passions, that which inclineth men least to break the laws, is fear.
Nay, excepting some generous natures, it is the only thing, when there is the
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appearance of profit or pleasure by breaking the laws, that makes men keep
them” (Hobbes 1957: 195). Few would deny that men on occasion obey the
rules simply from fear of the consequences. This rational component in confor-
mity we label commitment. What does it mean to say that a person is committed

' to conformity? In Howard S. Becker's formulation it means the following:

First, the individual is in a position in which his decision with regard to seme
particular line of action bas conseguences for other interests and activities not neces-
sarily [directly] related to it. Second, he has placed himself in that position by his
own prior actions. A third element is present though so obvious as not to be apparent:
the committed person must be aware [of these other interests] and must recognize
that his decision in this case will have ramifications beyond it. (1960: 20)

The idea, then, is that the person invests time, energy, himself, in a certain
line of activity-—say, getting an education, building up a business, acquiring
a reputation for virtue. When or whenever he considers deviant behavior, he
must consider the costs of this deviant behavior, the risk he runs of losing the
investment he has made in conventional behavior.

If attachment to others is the sociological counterpart of the superego or
conscience, commitment is the counterpart of the ego or coOmMoN sense. To
the person committed to conventional lines of action, risking one to ten years
.in prison for a ten-doliar holdup is stupidity, because to the committed person
the costs and risks obviously exceed ten dollars in value. (To the psychoana-
lyst, such an act exhibits failure to be governed by the “reality-principle.”) In
the sociological control theory, it can be and is generally assumed that the
decision to commit a criminal act may well be ratiopally determined-—that
the actor’s decision was not irrational given the risks and costs he faces. Of
course, as Becker points out, if the actor is capable of in some sense calculat-

ing the costs of a line of action, he is also capable of calculational errors:
ignorance and error return, in the control theory, as possible explanations of
“deviant behavior.

The concept of commitment assumes that the organization of society is
such that the interests of most persons would be endangered if they were to
engage in criminal acts. Most people, simply by the process of living in an
organized society, acquire goods, reputations, prospects that they do not
want to risk Josing. These accumulations are society’s insurance that they
will abide by the rules. Many hypotheses about the antecedents of delin-
quent bebavior are based on this premise. For example, Arthur L. Stinchcombe’s
hypothesis that “high school rebellion . . . occurs when future status is not
clearly related to present performance” (1964: 5) suggests that one is commit-
ted to conformity not only by what one has but also by what one hopes to
obtain. Thus “ambition” and/or “aspiration” play an important role in pro-
ducing conformity. The person becowes committed to a conventional line of
action, and be is therefore committed to conformity.
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Most lines of action in a society are of course conventional. The clearest
oxm.EEom are educational and occupational careers. Actions thought to jeop-
ardize one’s chances in these areas are presumably avoided. Interestingly
enough, even nonconventional commitments may operate to produce con-
ventional conformity. We are told, at least, that boys aspiring to careers in the
wmowmﬁ or professional thievery are judged by their “honesty” and “reliabil-
ity"~~traits traditionally in demand among seekers of office boys (Cloward
and Ohlin 1960: 147, quoting Suthertand 1937: 211-13).

Involvement Ugpfhdiiisag
W o
Many persons undoubtedly owe a life of virtue to a lack of opportunity to
do otherwise. Time and energy are inherently limited: “Not that I would not,
if  could, be both handsome and fat and well dressed, and a great athlete, and
make a million 2 year, be a wit, a bon vivant, and a lady killer, as well as a
philosopher, a philanthropist, a statesman, warrior, and African explorer, as
well as a ‘tone-poet’ and saint. But the thing is simply impossible” (James
Gﬁw” 186). The things that William James here says he would like to be or do
are all, I suppose, within the realm of conventionality, but if he were to in-
clude illicit actions he would still have to elininate some of them as simply
- impossible.

Involvement or engrossment in conventional activities is thus often part of
a control theory. The assumption, widely shared, is that a person may be
simply too busy doing conventional things to find time to engage in deviant

,@mrwﬁdﬁ The person involved in conventional activities is tied to appoint-
ments, deadlines, working hours, plans, and the like, so the opportunity to
cominit deviant acts rarely arises. To the extent that he is engrossed in cop-
ventional activitics, he cannot even think about deviant acts, let alone act
out his inclinations.’

..HEm line of reasoning is responsible for the stress placed on recreational
facilities in many programs to reduce delinquency, for much of the concern
with the high school dropout and for the idea that boys should be drafted into
the Aymy to keep them out of trouble. So obvious and persuasive is the idea
that involvement in conventional activities is a major deterrent to delin-
quency that it was accepted even by Edwin Sutherland: “In the general area

. Of juvenile-delinquency it is probable that the most significant difference

between juveniles who engage in delinquency and those who do not is that
the latter are provided abundant opportunities of a conventional type for
satisfying their recreational interests, while the former lack those opportuni-
ties or facilities” (1956: 37). T

= The view that “idle hands are the devil’s workshop™ has received more
sophisticated treatment in recent sociological writings on delinquency. David
Matza and Gresham M. Sykes, for example, suggest that delinquents have the
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values of a leisure class, the same values ascribed by Veblen to the leisure
class: a search for kicks, disdain of work, a desire for the big score, and
acceptance of aggressive toughness as proof of masculinity (Matza and Sykes
1961). Matza and Sykes explain delinquency by reference to this system of
values, but they note that adolescents at all class levels are “to some extent”
members of a leisure class, that they “move in a limbo between-earlier paren-
tal domination and future integration with the social structure through the
bonds of work and marriage” (1961: 718). In the end, then, the leisure of the
adolescent produces a set of values, which, in turn, leads to delinquency.

Belief @lasd

Unlike cultural deviance theory, control theory assumes the existence of a
common value system within the society or group whose norms are being
violated. If the deviant is committed to a value system different from that of
conventional society, there is, within the context of the theory, uoE.msm to
explain. The question is, “Why does a man violate the rules in EE@ he
believes?” Itis not, “Why do men differ in their beliefs about what constitutes
good and desirable conduct?” The person is assumed to cmﬁ.‘cog mo&mmmm.a
(perhaps imperfectly) into the group whose rules he is viclating; deviance is
not a question of one group imposing its rules on the members of another
group. In other words, we not only assume the deviant has believed the rules,
we assume he believes the rules even as he violates them.

How can a person believe it is wrong to steal at the same time he is steal-
ing? In strain theory, this is not a difficult problem. (In fact, strain Emoaw was
devised specifically to deal with this question.) The motivation to deviance
adduced by the strain theorist is so strong that we can well understand the
deviant act even assurning the deviator believes strongly that it is wrong.
(The starving man stealing the loaf of bread is the image evoked by Bo%
strain theories. In this image, the starving man’s belief in the wrongness of his
act is clearly not something that must be explained away. It can be assumed to
be present without causing embarrassment to the explanation.) modaméh given
control theory’s assumptions about motivation, if both the deviant and the
nondeviant believe the deviant act is wrong, how do we account for the fact
that one commits it and the other does not?

Contro] theories have taken two approaches to this problem. In one ap-
proach, beliefs are treated as mere words that mean little or nothing % .9@
other forms of control are missing. “Semantic dementia,” the dissociation
between rational faculties and emotional control which is said to be charac-
teristic of the psychopath, illustrates this way of handiing the problem (McCord
and McCord 1964: 12-15). In short, beliefs, at least insofar as they are ex-
pressed in words, drop out of the picture; since they do not differentiate
between deviants and nondeviants, they are in the same class as “language”
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or any other characteristic common to all members of the group. Because they
represent 50 real obstacle to the commission of delinquent acts, nothing need
be said about how they are handled by those comumitting such acts. Control
theories that do not mention beliefs {or values), and many do not, may be
assumed to take this approach to_the problem.

The second approach argues that the deviant rationalizes his bebavior so
that he can at once violate the rule and maintain his belief in it. Donald R.
Cressey (1953) has advanced this argument with respect to embezzlement,
and Sykes and Matza (1957) have advanced it with respect to delinquency. In
both Cressey’s and Sykes and Matza’s treatments, these rationalizations
(Cressey calls them “verbalizations,” Sykes and Matza term them “techniques
of neutralization™) occur prior to the commission of the deviant act. If the
neutralization is successful, the person is free to commit the act(s) in ques-
tion. Both in Cressey and in Sykes and Matza, the strain that prompts the
effort at neutralization also provides the motive force that results in the sub-
sequent deviant act. Their theories are thus, in this sense, strain theories.
Neutralization is difficult to handle within the context of a theory that ad-
heres closely to control theory assumptions, because in the control theory
there is no special motivational force to account for the neutralization. This
difficulty is especially noticeable in Matza’s later treatment of this topic,
where the motivational component, the “will to delinquency” appears after
the moral vacuum has been created by the techniques of neutralization (Matza
1964: 181-91). The question thus becomes: Why neutralize?

In atterupting to solve a strain theory problem with control theory tools,
the control theorist is thus led into a trap. He cannot answer the crucjal ques-
tion. The concept of neutralization assumes the existence of moral obstacles
to the commission of deviant acts. In order plausibly to account for a deviant
act, it is necessary to generate motivation to deviance that is at Jeast equiva-
lent in force to the resistance provided by these moral obstacles. However, if
‘the moral obstacles are removed, neutralization and special motivation are
no longer required. We therefore follow the implicit Jogic of control theory
and remove these moral obstacles by hypothesis. Many persons do not have
an aftitude of respect toward the rules of society: many persons feel no moral
obligation to conform regardless of personal advantage. Insofar as the values
and beliefs of these persons are consistent with their feelings, and there should
be a tendency toward consistency, neutralization is unnecessary; it has al-
ready occurred.

Does this merely push the question back a step and at the same time pro-
duce conflict with the assumption of a common value system? I think not. In
the first place, we do not assume, as does Cressey, that neutralization occurs
in order to make a specific criminal act possible.” We do not assume, as do
Sykes and Matza, that neutralization occurs to make many deiinquent acts
possible. We do pot assume, in other words, that the person constructs a
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system of rationalizations in order to justify commission of acts he wants o
commit. We assume, in contrast, that the beliefs that free a man to commit
deviant acts are unmotivated in the sense that he does not construct or adopt
them in order to facilitate the attainment of illicit ends. In the second place,
we do not assume, as does Matza, that “delinquents concur in the conven-
tional assessment of delinquency” (1964: 43). We assume, in contrast, that
there is variation in the extent to which people believe they should obey the
rules of society, and, furthermore, that the less a person believes he should
obey the rules, the more likely he is to violate them.® o

In chrenological order, then, a person’s beliefs in the moral validity Fq
norms are, for no teleological reason, weakened. The probability that he .éE
commit delinquent acts is therefore increased. When and wm. he moES:m a
delinquent act, we may justifiably use the weakness of Em beliefs in explain-
ing it, but no special motivation is required to explain either the weakness of
his beliefs or, perhaps, his delinquent act. . .

The keystone of this argument is of course the assumption that there is

variation in belief in the moral. validity_of social rules..This_assumption is

“amenable to direct empirical test and can thus survive at least until its first
confrontation with data. For the present, we must return to the idea of a
common value system with which this section was begun. . .

The idea of a common (or, perhaps better, a single) value system is consis-
tent with the fact, or presumption, of variation in the strength of moral beliefs.
‘We have not suggested that delinquency is based on beliefs counter to con-
ventional morality; we have not suggested that delinquents do not believe

delinquent acts are wrong. They may well believe these acts are wrong, but,

the~meaning and.efficacy_of such beliefs are contifigént upon other beliefs

and, indeed, on the strength of other ties to the conventional order.?
Relations among the Elements

In general, the more closely a person is tied to conventional society in any
of these ways, the more closely he is likely to be tied in the oE.Wa ways. The
person who is attached to conventional people is, for example, tiore ESJ\ to
be involved in conventional activities and to accept conventional notions of
desirable conduct. Of the six possible combinations of clements, three seem
particularly important and will therefore be discussed in some detail.

Attachment and Commitment

It is frequently suggested that attachment and commitment (as the terms
are used here) tend to vary inversely. Thus, according to delinquency re-
search, one of the lower-class adolescent’s “problems” is that he is unable to
sever ties to parents and peers, ties that prevent him from devoting sufficient
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time and energy to educational and occupational aspirations. His attachments
are thus seen as getting in the way of conventional commitments,1® According
to stratification research, the Iower-class boy who breaks free from these attach-
ments is more likely to be upwardly mobile (Lipset and Bendix 1959: 249-
59)."" Both research traditions thus suggest that those bound to conformity for
instrumental reasons are less likely to be bound to conformity by emotional
ties to conventional others. If the unattached compensate for lack of attachment
by commitment to achievement, and if the uncommitted make up for their lack
of commitment by becoming more attached to persons, we could conclude that
neither attachment nor commitment will be related to delinquency.

Actually, despite the evidence apparently to the contrary, I think it safe to
assutve that attachment to conventional others and commitment to achieve-
ment tend to vary together. The common finding that middle-class boys are
likely to choose instrumental values over those of family and friendship
while the reverse is true of lowes-class boys cannot, I think, be properly
interpreted as meaning that middle-class boys are less attached than lower-
class boys to their parents and peers. The zero-sum methodological model
that produces such findings is highly likely to be misleading. Also, although
many of the characteristics of the upwardly mobile alluded to by Seymour M.
Lipset and Reinhard Bendix could be accounted for as consequences rather
than causes of mobility, a methodological critique of these studies is not
necessary to conclude that we may expect to find a positive relation between
attachment and commitment in the data to be presented here. The present
study and the one study Lipset and Bendix cite ag disagreeing with their
general conclusion that the upwardly mobile come from homes in which
interpersonal relations were unsatisfactory are both based on high school
samples (1959: 253), As Lipset and Bendix note, such studies necessarily
focus on aspirations rather than actual mobility. For the present, it seems, we
must choose between studies based on hopes for the occupational future and
those based on construction or reconstruction of the familial past. Interest-
ingly enough, the former are at least as likely to be valid as the latter.

Commitment and Involvement

Delinquent acts are events. They occur at specific points in space and
time. For a delinquent act tc occur, it is necessary, as is true of all events, fora
series of causal chains to converge at a given morent in time. Bvents are
difficult to predict, and specification of some of the conditions necessary for
them to occur often leaves a large residue of indeterminacy. For example, to
say that a boy is free of bonds to conventional society is not to say that he will
necessarily commit delinquent acts; he may and he may not. All we can say
with certainty is that he is more likely to commit delinquent acts than the boy
strongly tied o conventional society. It is tempting to make a virtue of this
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defect and espouse “probabilistic theory,” since it, and it alone, is consistent
with “the facts” (see Briar and Piliavin 1965: 45). Nevertheless, this tempta-
tion should be resisted. The primary virtue of control theory is not that it
relies on conditions that make delinquency possible while other theories rely
on conditions that make delinquency necessary. On the contrary, with respect
to their logical framework, these theories are superior to control theory, and,
if they were as adequate empirically as control theory, we should not hesitate
to advocate their adoption in preference to control theory.

But they are not as adequate, and we must therefore seek to reduce the
indeterminacy within control theory. One area of possible development is
with respect to the link between elements of the bond affecting the probabil-
ity that one will yield to temptation and those affecting the probability that
one will be exposed to temptation.

The most obvious link in this connection is between educational and
occupational aspirations (commitment) and involvement in conventional
activities. We can attempt to show how commitment limits one’s opportuni-
ties to commit delinquent acts and thus get away from the assumption im-
plicit in many control theories that such opportunities are simply randomly
distributed through the population in question.

Aitachment and Belief

That there is a more or less straightforward connection between attach-
ment to others and belief in the moral validity of rules appears evident. The
link we accept here and which we shall attempt to document is described by
Jean Piaget:

Itis not the obligatory character of the rule laid down by an individual that makes us
respect this individual, it is the respect we feel for the individual that makes us Hnma..&
as obligatory the rule he Tays down. The appeatance of the sense of duty in a child
thus admits of the simplest explanation, namely that ke receives noBEmSmm from
older children (in play) and from adults (in life), and that he respects older children
and parents. (Piagetn.d.: 101)

In short, “respect is the source of law” (Piaget n.d.: 379). Insofar as the
child respects (loves and fears) his parents, and adults in general, he will
accept their rules. Conversely, insofar as this respect is undermined, the rules
will tend to lose their obligatory character. It is assumed that belief in the
obligatory character of rules will to some extent maintain its efficacy in
producing conformity even if the respect which brought it into being no
longer exists. It is also assumed that attachment may produce conformity
even in the face of beliefs favorable to nonconformity. In short, these two
sources of moral behavior, although highly and complexly related, are as-
sumed to have an independent cffect that justifies their separation.

A Control Theory of Delinguency 85

The Bond to What?

OonQo_Eoo&mawoBambm mnmmazﬁrmﬁmﬂmorﬂgﬁomswog.aoﬁocﬁam
one’s self, whether it be the home town, the starry heavens, or the family dog,
promotes moral behavior (Durkheim 1961: 83). Although it seems obvious
that some objects are more important than others and that the important
objects must be identified if the elements of the bond are to produce the
consequences suggested by the theory, a prior rankings of the objects of
attachment have proved: peculiarly unsatisfactory. Durkheim, for example,
concludes that the three groups to whom attachmisnt 1§ oSt Inportantin—
producing morality are the family, the nation, and himanity. He further con-
cludes that, of these;-the nation is-most wawogﬁﬂ.g,oﬁéﬁnr.. given con-
temporary thinking on the virtues of patriotism, illustrates rather well the
difficulty posed by such questions as: Which is more important in the control
of delinquency, the father or the mother, the family or the school?

Although delinquency theory in general has taken a stand on many ques-
tions about the relative importance of institutions {for example, that the school
is more important than the family), control theory has remained decidedly
eclectic, partly because each element of the bond directs attention to differ-
ent institutions. For these reasons, I shall treat specification of the units of

attachment as a problem in the empirical interpretation of control theory, and
not attempt at this point to say which should be more or less important.

)

Where is the Motivation?

The most disconcerting question the control theorist faces goes some-
thing like this: “Yes, but why do they do it?” In the good old days, the control
theorist could simply strip away the “veneer of civilization” and eXpose
man’s “animal impulses” for all to see. These impulses appeared to him (and
apparently to his audience) to provide a plausible account of the motivation
to crime and delinquency. His argument was nor that delinquents and crimi-
nals alone are animals, but that we are all animals, and thus all naturally
capable of committing criminal acts. It took no great study to reveal that
children, chickens, and dogs occasionally assault and steal from their fellow
creatures; that children, chickens, and dogs also behave for relatively long
periods in a perfectly moral manner. Of course the acts of chickens and dogs
are not “assault” or “theft.” and such behavior is not “moral”; it is simply the
behavior of 2 chicken or a dog. The chicken stealing corn from his neighbor
knows nothing of the moral law; he does not want to violate rules; he wants
merely to eat com. The dog maliciously destroying a pillow or feloniously
assaulting apother dog is the moral equal of the chicken. No motivation to
deviance is required to explain his acts. So, 100, no special motivation to
crime within the human apimal was required to explain his eriminal acts.




86 The Craft of Criminology

Tires changed. It was no longer fashionable (within sociclogy, at least) to
refer to animal impulses. The control theorist tended more and more 1o
deemphasize the motivational component of his theory. He might wn.mmu in the
beginning to “universal hiiman needs,” or some such, but the mb<=.~m ».onwo
behind crime and delinquency was rarely alluded to. At the same time, his
explanations of crime and delinquency increasingly left the reader uneasy.
What, the reader asked, is the control theorist assuming? Albert K. Cohen and
James F. Short answer the question this way:

. .. itis important to point out one important limitation of both types of &omaw..;mw
[culture conflict and social disorganization theories] are both control &aoz@w inthe
sense that they explain delinquency in terms of the absence om.nmmnnahﬂﬂuqow.
They appear, therefore, to imply 2 model of motivation that assumes that the impulse
to delinquency is an inherent characteristic of young HunoEw and does not itself need
to be explained; it is something that erupts when the lid—i.e., internalized cultural
restraints or external authority-is off {1961: 106).

There are several possible and I think reasonable reactions to this criti-
cism. One reaction is simply to acknowledge the assumption, to grant &wﬁ
one is assuming what control theorists have always assumed about the moti-
vation to crime~—that it is constant across persons (at least within the system
in question): “There is no reason to assume that only those who finally com-
mit a deviant act usually have the impulse to do so. It is much more likely that

A ‘most people experience deviant impulses frequently. At least in fantasy, @Q.ﬁa
are much more deviant than they appear” (Becker 1963: 26: see also Fried-
lander 1947: 7). There is certainly nothing wrong with making such an as-
sumption. We are free to assume anything we wish to assumes; the truth of our
theory is presumably subject to empirical test (cf. Cohen 1966: 59-62).

A second reaction, involving perhaps something of a quibble, is to defend
the logic of control theory and to deny the alleged assumption. We can say
the fact that control theory suggests the absence of something causes delin-
quency is not a proper criticism, since negative relations have as much claim
to scientific acceptability as do positive relations.!* We can also say that the
present theory does not impute an inherent impulse to delinquency to any-
one." That, on the contrary, it denies the necessity of such an imputation:
“The desires, and other passions of man, are in themselves no sin. No more are

the actions, that proceed from those passions, till they know a law that forbids

A third reaction is to accept the criticism as valid, to grant that a complete
explanation of delinquency would provide the necessary impetus, and pro-
ceed to construct an explanation of motivation consistent with control theory.
Briar and Piliavin provide situational motivation: “We assume these acts are
prompted by short-term situationally induced desires experienced by all boys

to obtain valued goods, to portray courage in the presence of, or be loyal to
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peers, to strike out at someone who is di
(1965: 36). Matza, too,
by removal of controls:

sliked, or simply to ‘get kicks™
agrees that delinquency cannot be explained simply

Delinquency is only epiphenomenally action. . . . {It] is essentially infraction, It is
rule-breaking behavior performed by juveniles aware that they are viclating the law
and of the nature of their deed, and made permissible by the neutralization of infractious
(1] elements. Thus, Cohen and Short are fundamentally right when they insist that
.social_control theory is incomplete unless it provides an impetus by which the

*Eﬁ%aqun%E.mn.ﬁ@.ﬁ@n%.%%ﬁ.ﬁHomﬁ;8. T

The impetus Matza provides is a “feeling of desperation,” brought on by
the “mood of fatalism,” “the experience of seeing one’s self as effect” rather
than cause. In a situation in which manliness is stressed, being pushed around
leads to the mood of fatalism, which in tumn produces a sense of desperation,
In order to relieve his desperation, in order to cast off the rmood of fatalism, the
boy “makes things happen”—he commits delinquent acts. (Matza warns us
that we cannot take the fatalistic mood out of context and hope to find impor-
tant differences between delinquents and other boys: “That the subcultural
delinquent is not significantly different from other boys is precisely the point”
[1964: 89],)

There are several additional accounts of “why they do it” that are to my
mind persuasive and at the same time generally compatible with control
theory (e.g., Werthman 1967; Toby 1967; Short and Strodtbeck 1965). But -
while all of these accounts may be compatible with control theory, they are
by no means deducible from it. Furthermore, they rarely impute built-in,
unusual motivation to the delinquent: he is attempting to satisfy the same
desires, he is reacting to the same pressures as other boys (as is clear, for
example, in the previous quotation from Briar and Piliavin). In other words, if
included, these accounts of motivation would serve the same function in the
theory that “animal impulses” traditionally served: they might add to its
persuasiveness and plausibility, but they would add little else, since they do
not differentiate delinquents from nondelinguents,

In the end, then, control theory remains what it has always been: a theory
in which deviation is not problematic. The question “Why do they do it?” is
simply not the question the theory is designed to answer The question is,
“Why don’t we do it?” There is much evidence that we would if we dared.

Notes

1. Books have been written on the increasing inaportance of Interpersonal sensitivity
in modem life, According to this view, controls from within have become less
important than controis from without in producing conformity. Whether or not this
observation is trug as a description of historical trends, it is true that interpersonal
sensitivity has become more important in explaining conformity. Although logj-
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cally it should also have become more important in explaining nonconformity, the
opposite has been the case, once again showing that Cohen’s observation that an
explanation of conformity should be an explanation of deviance cannot be trans-
lated as “an explapation of conformity has to be an explanation of deviance” For
the view that interpersonal sensitivity currently plays a greater role than formerly in
producing conformity, see Goode (1960), and, of course, Ricsman, Glazer, and
Denney (1950: esp. part 1). )

The literature on psychopathy is voluminous (see McCord and McCord 1964).
“The logical untenability [of the position that there are forces in man ‘resistant to
socialization’] was ably demonstrated by Parsons over 30 years ago, and it is
widely recognized that the position js empirically unsound because it assumes [!]
some universal biological drive system distinetly separate from socialization and
social context—a basic and intransigent human natare” (Blake and Davis 1964:
471).

Although attachment alone does not exhaust the meaning of internalization, attach-
ments and beliefs cornbined would appear to leave only a small residue of “internal
control” not susceptible in principle to direct measurement.

The concept “stake in conformity” was introduced by Jackson Toby (1957, 1958).
I occasionally use “stake in conformity” in speaking in general of the strength of
the bond to conventional society. So used, the concept is somewhat broader than is
true for either Toby or Briar and Piliavin, where the concept is roughly equivalent
0 whatis here called “commitment.”

Few activities appear to be so engrossing that they rule out contemplation of
alternative lines of behavior, at Ieast if estimates of the amount of time men spend
plotting sexual deviations have any validity.

In asserting that Cressey’s assumption is invalid with respect to delinquency, I do
not wish to suggest that it is invalid for the question of embezzlement, where the
problem faced by the deviator is fairly specific and he can reasonably be assumed
to be an upstanding citizen. (Although even here the fact that the embezzler’s
nonshareable financial problem ofter: results from some sort of hanky-panky sug-
gests that “verbalizations™ may be less necessary than might otherwise be as-
surned.}

This assumption is not, 1 think, contradicted by the evidence presented by Matza
against the existence of a delinquent subculture. In comparing the attitudes and
actions of delinquents with the picture painted by delinquent subculture theorists,
Matza emphasizes—and perhaps exaggerates-—the extent to which delinquents are
tied to the conventional order. In implicitly comparing delinguents with a supermoral
man, [ emphasize—and perhaps exaggerate—the extent to which they are not tied
to the conventional order.

The position taken here is therefore somewhere between the “semantic dementia”
and the “neutralization” positions. Assuming variation, the delinquent is, at the
extremes, freer than the neutralization argument assumes. Although the possibility
of wide discrepancy between what the delinquent professes and what he practices
still exists, it is presumably much rarer than is suggested by studies of articulate
“psychopaths,”

The idea that the middle-class boy is less closely tied than the lower-class boy to his
peers has been widely adopted in the literature on delinquency, The middle-class
boy’s “cold and rational” relatjons with his peers are in sharp contrast with the
“spontaneous and warm' relations of the lower-class boy (see, e.g., Cohen 1955;
102-09).
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For example: “These [business leaders} show stron i i
: USines: g traits of independence, the
are orﬂmmﬁﬂw..ma by an inability to form intimate relations and H,M ooancmbzw
often socially isolated men” (Lipset and Bendix 1959: 25 1).
I'bave frequently heard apm.mmmﬂaﬁwun “it’s an absence of something explanation”
zmnm.mm an apparently damning criticism of a sociological theory. While the origins
MH& MMM M.HQM\ are Mwmnnoxﬁ to me, the fact that such a statement appears to have some
0 plausibility suggests one of the sourc i i

controt s 2 s of uneasiness in the face of a
The popular “it's-an-id-argument” dismissal of ex i i it

. planations of deviant behavior
assurmes H.smﬂ the founding fathers of sociology somehow proved that the blood of
man is nejther warm nor red, but spiritual. The intellectual trap springs shut on the
counter-assumption that innate aggressive-destruc

. : . tive impulses course throu
m% ﬁMnEm_ as it should. The solution is not to accept both views, but to moa%ﬂ
neither. _

Given the history of the sociological response to Hobbes, it is in: i

pare Hobbes's picture of the motivation %Eba the %&mam act iw%ﬂwﬂmwmhﬂmﬂw
Talcott Parsons, According to Parsons, the motive to deviate is apsychological trait
orneed that the deviant carries with hire at all times. This need is itself deviant; it
cannot be m.mzmmma by conformity. Social controls enter m .
that mm.SQEuo the form and manner in which this need will be satisfied. If one path
to aa&mum behavior is blocked, the deviant will chatinue searching until he finds a
path that is open. Perhaps because this need arises from interpersonal conflict, and
s thus monE.‘ derived, the image it presents of the deviant as fundamentally
tmmoral, as doing evil because it is evil, has been largely ignored by those object-
1ng to the control theorist’s tendency to fall back on natural propensities as a source

of the energy that results in the activities society d
1951: chap. 7). ty defines as wrong (see Parsons




