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ore Sutherland developed his theory, crime was
ally explained in terms of multiple factors—
social class, broken homes, age, race, urban
rural location, and mental disorder. Sutherland
eloped his theory of differential association in
effort to explain why these various factors were
lated to crime. In doing so, he hoped to organize
integrate the research on crime up to that
t, as well as to guide future research.
utherland’s theory is stated in the form of nine
ropositions. He argues that criminal behavior is
rmed by interacting with others, especially inti-
tte others. Criminals learn both the techniques
committing crime and the definitions favorable
ime from these others. The sixth proposition,
forms the heart of the theory, states that ‘a
on becomes delinquent because of an excess of
nitions favorable to violation of law over defi-
s unfavorable to violation of law.” According
utherland, factors such as social class, race, and
ken homes influence crime because they affect
he likelihood that individuals will associate with
thers who present definitions favorable to crime.
utherlands theory has had a tremendous influ-
ce on crime research, and it remains one of the
inant theories of crime. Studies on the causes
ime routinely attempt to determine whether
viduals are associating with delinquent or
inal others. Although one can learn defini-
favorable to crime from law-abiding indi-
als, one is most likely to learn such definitions
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from delinquent friends or criminal family menn-
bers. These studies typically find that association
with delinquent others is the strongest correlate of
crime, and that these delinquent others partly in-
fluence crime by leading the individual to adopt
beliefs conducive to crime (see Agnew, 2000; Akers,
2009; Akers et al., 2016; Kubrin et al., 2009; Warr,
2001 for summaries of such studies).

Sutherland's theory has also inspired much ad-
ditional theorizing in criminology. Theorists have
attempted to better describe the nature of those defi-
nitions favorable to violation of the law (see Chapter
13 by Sykes and Matza). They have attempted to
better describe the processes by which we learn
criminal behavior from others (see the description
of social learning theory by Akers in Chapter 7).
And they have drawn on Sutherland in an effort
to explain group differences in crime rates (see the
Anderson selection in this part). Sutherland’s theory
of differential association, then, is one of the endur-
ing classics in criminology (for excellent discussions
of the current state of differential association theory,
see Matsueda, 1988, 2010; and Warr, 2001 .
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to substitute for it the term “differential social or-
ganization.” The postulate on which this theor.y
is based, regardless of the name, is that crime is
rooted in the social organization and is an ex-
pression of that social organization. A group may
be organized for criminal behavior or organized
against criminal behavior. Most communities are

Subcultural, and Social Learning Theories

organized both for criminal and‘ anti-
behavior and in that sense the crime raf
expression of the differentia} group org
Differential group organization as an expla
of variations in crime rates is consistent wj
differential association theory of the proces
which persons become criminals,

Discussion Questions

1. What does Sutherland mean by “definitions fa-

vorable to violation of law”? Give examples of
such definitions.

2. According to Sutherland, our associations do not
carry equal weight; some are more influential
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associations with anti-criminal behavior vary in
 those respects. “Frequency” and “duration” as mo-
~ dalities of associations are obvious and need no
~ explanation. “Priority” is assumed to be important
~ in thesense that lawful behavior developed in early

childhood may persist throughout life, and also
~ that delinquent behavior developed in early child-
hood may persist throughout life. This tendency,
however, has not been adequately demonstrated,
~ and priority seems to be important principally
through its selective influence. “Intensity” is not
precisely defined but it has to do with such things
as the prestige of the source of a criminal or anti-
criminal pattern and with emotional reactions re-
lated to the associations. In a precise description of
the criminal behavior of a person these modalities
would be stated in quantitative form and a math-
~ ematical ratio be reached. A formula in this sense
- has not been developed, and the development of
- such a formula would be extremely difficult.

8. The process of learning criminal behavior
by association with criminal and anti-criminal
patterns involves all of the mechanisms that are
involved in any other learning. Negatively, this
means that the learning of criminal behav-
jor is not restricted to the process of imitation.
A person who is seduced, for instance, learns
criminal behavior by association, but this process
would not ordinarily be described as imitation.

9. While criminal behavior is an expression of
general needs and values, it is not explained by
those general needs and values since non-criminal
behavior is an expression of the same needs and
values. Thieves generally steal in order to secure

money, but likewise honest laborers work in

order to secure money. The attempts by many
scholars to explain criminal behavior by general
drives and values, such as the happiness princi-
ple, striving for social status, the money motive,
or frustration, have been and must continue to be
futile since they explain lawful behavior as com-
pletely as they explain criminal behavior. They
are similar to respiration, which is necessary for
any behavior but which does not differentiate

criminal from non-criminal behavior.
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It is not necessary, at this level of explana-
tion, to explain why a person has the asso-
ciations which he has; this certainly involves
a complex of many things. In an area where
the delinquency rate is high, a boy who is so-
ciable, gregarious, active, and athletic is very
likely to come in contact with the other boys
in the neighborhood, learn delinquent behav-
ior from them, and become a gangster; in the
same neighborhood the psychopathic boy who
is isolated, introverted, and inert may remain
at home, not become acquainted with the other
boys in the neighborhood, and not become
delinquent. In another situation, the sociable,
athletic, aggressive boy may become a member
of a scout troop and not become involved in
delinquent behavior. The person’s associations
are determined in a general context of social
organization. A child is ordinarily reared in a
family; the place of residence of the family is
determined largely by family income; and the
delinquency rate is in many respects related to
the rental value of the houses. Many other as-
pects of social organization affect the kinds of
associations a person has.

The preceding explanation of criminal be-
havior purports to explain the criminal and
non-criminal behavior of individual persons. As
indicated earlier, it is possible to state sociologi-
cal theories of criminal behavior which explain
the criminality of a community, nation, or other
group. The problem, when thus stated, is to ac-
count for variations in crime rates and involves a
comparison of the crime rates of various groups
or the crime rates of a particular group at differ-
ent times. The explanation of a crime rate must
be consistent with the explanation of the criminal
behavior of the person, since the crime rate is a
summary statement of the number of persons in
the group who commit crimes and the frequency
with which they commit crimes. One of the best
explanations of crime rates from this point of
view is that a high crime rate is due to social dis-
organization. The term “social disorganization”

is not entirely satisfactory and it seems preferable
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