
a general theory of crime

A general theory of crime seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors that contribute to
criminal behavior. This theory blends insights from various disciplines, such as sociology, psychology, and
criminology, to explain why individuals engage in criminal activities. By examining the underlying motivations,
social contexts, and psychological profiles of offenders, a general theory of crime can help in both
understanding and preventing criminal behavior. This article will explore the foundational concepts of this
theory, its key components, and its implications for crime prevention and intervention strategies.

Foundations of the General Theory of Crime

The general theory of crime was notably advanced by criminologists Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi in
their 1990 work, A General Theory of Crime. They proposed that the primary reason for criminal behavior lies
in a lack of self-control. This perspective is rooted in several foundational principles:

1. Self-Control as a Central Concept

- Definition of Self-Control: Self-control refers to an individual's ability to resist immediate temptations and
defer gratification in favor of long-term goals.
- Development of Self-Control: According to Gottfredson and Hirschi, self-control is largely established in
childhood and is influenced by parenting practices. Children who receive consistent, authoritative parenting are
more likely to develop higher levels of self-control.
- Criminal Behavior: Individuals with low self-control are more prone to engage in impulsive behaviors, including
criminal activities. This impulsivity can manifest as theft, violence, substance abuse, and other forms of
delinquency.

2. The Role of Opportunity

- Opportunity and Crime: The general theory of crime also posits that criminal behavior is facilitated by
opportunities. Even individuals with high self-control may engage in criminal activities if the circumstances
allow for it.
- Environmental Factors: The presence of tempting situations, lack of guardianship, and environmental cues can
significantly influence the likelihood of criminal behavior.
- Routine Activity Theory: This theory suggests that crime occurs when three elements converge: a motivated
offender, a suitable target, and a lack of capable guardianship.

Key Components of the General Theory of Crime

The general theory of crime can be broken down into several key components that together create a
comprehensive framework for understanding criminal behavior:

1. The Interaction of Individual Traits and Environmental Context

- Biological Factors: Genetic predispositions can influence personality traits, including levels of aggression
and impulsivity.
- Socialization: Family, peers, and community play crucial roles in shaping an individual's values and behaviors.
Negative social influences can lead to lower self-control.



- Socioeconomic Status: Individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may face more significant
challenges, potentially leading to higher instances of criminal behavior due to limited access to resources and
opportunities.

2. Psychological Influences

- Personality Traits: Certain personality traits, such as sensation-seeking and aggressiveness, are associated
with higher criminality.
- Mental Health: Mental health issues can play a significant role in criminal behavior. Disorders such as
antisocial personality disorder or substance abuse disorders may result in impulsivity and risk-taking
behaviors.

3. Social Bonding Theory

- Social Bonds: According to Hirschi's social bonding theory, strong social bonds to family, school, and
community reduce the likelihood of engaging in criminal behavior.
- Components of Social Bonds: The four elements of social bonds include attachment, commitment, involvement,
and belief. Each element contributes to an individual's investment in conventional society, thereby reducing
criminal behavior.

Implications for Crime Prevention and Intervention

Understanding the general theory of crime has significant implications for crime prevention and intervention
strategies:

1. Early Intervention Programs

- Parenting Education: Programs that educate parents on effective parenting skills can help foster self-
control in children.
- Youth Development Programs: Activities that promote social skills, self-regulation, and positive peer
interactions can reduce the likelihood of future criminal involvement.

2. Community Engagement Strategies

- Building Strong Communities: Encouraging community ties and fostering supportive environments can help
mitigate factors that contribute to crime.
- Neighborhood Watch Programs: Engaging residents in crime prevention initiatives can enhance guardianship and
reduce opportunities for crime.

3. Criminal Justice System Practices

- Rehabilitation Focus: Shifting the focus of the criminal justice system from punishment to rehabilitation can
help offenders develop self-control and reintegrate into society.
- Mental Health Services: Providing mental health support and treatment for offenders can address
psychological factors that contribute to criminal behavior.



Critiques of the General Theory of Crime

While the general theory of crime has gained traction, it is not without its critiques. Some key criticisms
include:

1. Oversimplification of Criminal Behavior

- Critics argue that the theory simplifies the complex interplay of factors that lead to criminal behavior,
reducing it mainly to self-control and opportunity.
- Many believe that socioeconomic factors, cultural influences, and systemic inequalities also play significant
roles that are not sufficiently addressed.

2. Lack of Empirical Evidence

- While some studies support the theory, critics claim there is a lack of comprehensive empirical evidence that
universally applies.
- The theory may not account for variations in criminal behavior across different populations and cultures.

3. Neglect of Structural Factors

- The theory is criticized for neglecting broader structural factors, such as poverty, discrimination, and
social inequality, which can significantly influence crime rates.
- Critics argue that understanding crime requires a more nuanced approach that includes these systemic issues.

Conclusion

In summary, the general theory of crime provides a valuable framework for understanding the motivations behind
criminal behavior. By emphasizing self-control, opportunity, and social bonds, this theory underscores the
importance of both individual characteristics and environmental contexts in the emergence of crime. While it
offers significant insights, it also invites further exploration into the complexities of criminal behavior,
particularly in relation to socioeconomic and structural factors. Implementing effective crime prevention
strategies based on this understanding can lead to more successful interventions, ultimately reducing crime and
fostering safer communities. As research continues to evolve, integrating diverse perspectives will be crucial in
refining our understanding of crime and its prevention.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the general theory of crime?

The general theory of crime, developed by Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi, posits that crime is the
result of low self-control, which is influenced by individual traits and socialization.

How does self-control relate to criminal behavior in the general theory of



crime?

According to the theory, individuals with low self-control are more likely to engage in criminal behavior
because they seek immediate gratification and do not adequately consider the long-term consequences of their
actions.

What role does socialization play in the general theory of crime?

Socialization, particularly during childhood, is crucial in the development of self-control. Effective parenting
and social bonds can help foster higher levels of self-control, thereby reducing the likelihood of criminal
behavior.

What are the implications of the general theory of crime for crime
prevention?

The theory suggests that crime prevention should focus on enhancing self-control through parenting
practices, educational programs, and community interventions that promote social bonds and self-regulation.

How does the general theory of crime differ from other criminological
theories?

Unlike theories that emphasize social structures or economic factors, the general theory of crime focuses
primarily on individual traits, particularly self-control, as a central predictor of criminal behavior.

What criticisms have been made against the general theory of crime?

Critics argue that the theory oversimplifies the causes of crime by placing too much emphasis on individual self-
control and neglecting the influence of societal factors, such as poverty, opportunity, and systemic
inequality.

Can the general theory of crime explain all types of criminal behavior?

While it provides a strong framework for understanding many types of crime, especially impulsive or
opportunistic offenses, it may not fully account for more calculated or organized criminal behavior that
involves different motivations.

What research supports the general theory of crime?

Numerous studies have found correlations between low self-control and higher rates of criminal behavior,
supporting the theory's predictions and underscoring the importance of self-control in preventing crime.
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