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In general, the more subtle differences between types of communities in Chicago
may be encompassed within the general proposition that in the areas of low rates
of delinquents there is more or less uniformity, consistency, and universality of
conventional values and attitudes with respect to child care, conformity to law, and
related matters; whereas in the high-rate areas systems of competing and conflicting
moral values have developed. Even though in the latter situation conventional
traditions and institutions are dominant, delinquency has developed as a powerful
competing way of life. It derives its impelling force in the boy’s life from the fact
that it provides a means of securing economic gain, prestige, and other human
satisfactions and is embodied in delinquent groups and criminal organizations, many
of which have great influence, power, and prestige.

In the areas of high economic status where the rates of delinquents are low
there is, in general, a similarity in the attitudes of the residents with reference to
conventional values, as has been said, especially those related to the welfare of
children. This is illustrated by the practical unanimity of opinion as to the desirability
of education and constructive leisure-time activities and of the need for a general
health program. It is shown, too, in the subtle, yet easily recognizable, pressure
exerted upon children to keep them engaged in conventional activities, and in the
resistance offered by the community to behavior which threatens the conventional
values. It does not follow that all the activities participated in by members of the
community are lawful; but, since any unlawful pursuits are likely to be carried out
in other parts of the city, children living in the low-rate communities are, on the
whole, insulated from direct contact with these deviant forms of adult behavior.

In the middle-class areas and the areas of high economic status, moreover,
the similarity of attitudes and values as to social control is expressed in institutions
and voluntary associations designed to perpetuate and protect these values. Among
these may be included such organizations as the parent-teachers associations, women’s
clubs, service clubs, churches, neighborhood centers, and the like. Where these
institutions represent dominant values, the child is exposed to, and participates in
a significant way in one mode of life only. While he may have knowledge of
alternatives, they are not integral parts of the system in which he participates.

Source: Excerpted from Clifford R. Shaw and Henry D. McKay, Juvenile Delinquency in Urban Areas,
164170, 435-441. Copyright © 1942. Reprint permission granted by the University of Chicago Press.
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In contrast, the areas of low economic status, where the rates of delinquents
are high, are characterized by wide diversity in norms and standards of behavior.
The moral values range from those that are strictly conventional to those in direct
opposition to conventionality as symbolized by the family, the church, and other
institutions common to our general society. The deviant values are symbolized by
groups and institutions ranging from adult criminal gangs engaged in theft and the
marketing of stolen goods, on the one hand, to quasi-legitimate businesses and the
rackets through which partial or complete control of legitimate business is sometimes
exercised, on the other. Thus, within the same community, theft may be defined
as right and proper in some groups and as immoral, improper, and undesirable in
others. In some groups wealth and prestige are secured through acts of skill and
courage in the delinquent or criminal world, while in neighboring groups any attempt
to achieve distinction in this manner would result in extreme disapprobation. Two
conflicting systems of economic activity here present roughly equivalent opportunities
for employment and for promotion. Evidence of success in the criminal world is
indicated by the presence of adult criminals whose clothes and automobiles indicate
unmistakably that they have prospered in their chosen fields. The values missed and
the greater risks incurred are not so clearly apparent to the young.

Children living in such communities are exposed to a variety of contradictory
standards and forms of behavior rather than to a relatively consistent and conventional
pattern.! More than one type of moral institution and education are available to them.
A boy may be familiar with, or exposed to, either the system of conventional activities
or the system of criminal activities, or both. Similarly, he may participate in the
activities of groups which engage mainly in delinquent activities, those concerned
with conventional pursuits, or those which alternate between the two worlds. His
attitudes and habits will be formed largely in accordance with the extent to which
he participates in and becomes identified with one or the other of these several types
of groups.

Conflicts of values necessarily arise when boys are brought in contact with
so many forms of conduct not reconcilable with conventional morality as expressed
in church and school. A boy may be found guilty of delinquency in the court, which
represents the values of the larger society, for an act which has had at least tacit
approval in the community in which he lives. It is perhaps common knowledge in
the neighborhood that public funds are embezzled and that favors and special
consideration can be received from some public officials through the payment of
stipulated sums; the boys assume that all officials can be influenced in this way.
They are familiar with the location of illegal institutions in the community and with
the procedures through which such institutions are opened and kept in operation;
they know where stolen goods can be sold and the kinds of merchandise for which
there is a ready market; they know what the rackets are; and they see in fine clothes,
expensive cars, and other lavish expenditures the evidences of wealth among those
who openly engage in illegal activities. All boys in the city have some knowledge
of these activities; but in the inner-city areas they are known intimately, in terms
of personal relationships, while in other sections they enter the child’s experience
through more impersonal forms of communication, such as motion pictures, the
newspaper, and the radio.

Other types of evidence tending to support the existence of diverse systems
of values in various areas are to be found in the data on delinquency and crime.
In the previous chapter, variations by local areas in the number and rates of adult
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offenders were presented. When translated into its significance for children, the
presence of a large number of adult criminals in certain areas means that children
there are in contact with crime as a career and with the criminal way of life,
symbolized by organized crime. In this type of organization can be seen the delegation
of authority, the division of labor, the specialization of function, and all the other
characteristics common to well-organized business institutions wherever found.

Similarly, the delinquency data presented graphically on spot maps and rate
maps in the preceding pages give plausibility to the existence of a coherent system
of values supporting delinquent acts. In making these interpretations it should be
remembered that delinquency is essentially group behavior. A study of boys brought
into the Juvenile Court of Cook County during the year 19282 revealed that 81.8
percent of these boys committed the offenses for which they were brought to court
as members of groups. And when the offenses were limited to stealing, it was found
that 89 percent of all offenders were taken to court as group or gang members. In
many additional cases where the boy actually committed his offense alone, the
influence of companions was, nevertheless, apparent. This point is illustrated in
certain cases of boys charged with stealing from members of their own families,
where the theft clearly reflects the influence and instigation of companions, and in
instances where the problems of the boy charged with incorrigibility reveal conflicting
values, those of the family competing with those of the delinquent group for his
allegiance.

The heavy concentration of delinquency in certain areas means, therefore, that
boys living in these areas are in contact not only with individuals who engage in
proscribed activity but also with groups which sanction such behavior and exert
pressure upon their members to conform to group standards. Examination of the
distribution map reveals that, in contrast with the areas of concentration of
delinquents, there are many other communities where the cases are so widely
dispersed that the chances of a boy’s having intimate contact with other delinquents
or with delinquent groups are comparatively slight.

The importance of the concentration of delinquents is seen most clearly when
the effect is viewed in a temporal perspective. The maps representing distribution
of delinquents at successive periods indicate that, year after year, decade after decade,
the same areas have been characterized by these concentrations. This means that
delinquent boys in these areas have contact not only with other delinquents who are
their contemporaries but also with older offenders, who in turn had contact with
delinquents preceding them, and so on back to the earliest history of the neighborhood.
This contact means that the traditions of delinquency can be and are transmitted down
through successive generations of boys, in much the same way that language and
other social forms are transmitted.

The cumulative effect of this transmission of tradition is seen in two kinds
of data, which will be presented here only very briefly. The first is a study of offenses,
which reveals that certain types of delinquency have tended to characterize certain
city areas. The execution of each type involves techniques which must be learned
from others who have participated in the same activity. Each involves specialization
of function, and each has its own terminology and standards of behavior. Jack-rolling,
shoplifting, stealing from junkmen, and stealing automobiles are examples of offenses
with well-developed techniques, passed on by one generation to the next.

The second body of evidence on the effects of the continuity of tradition within
delinquent groups comprises the results of a study of the contacts between delinquents,
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norms, and attitudes to which the children are exposed. In some parts of the city
attitudes which support and sanction delinquency are, it seems, sufficiently extensive
and dynamic to become the controlling forces in the development of delinquent careers
among a relatively large number of boys and young men. These are the low-income
areas, where delinquency has developed in the form of a social tradition, inseparable
from the life of the local community.

This tradition is manifested in many different ways. It becomes meaningful
to the child through the conduct, speech, gestures, and attitudes of persons with whom
he has contact. Of particular importance is the child’s intimate association with
predatory gangs or other forms of delinquent and criminal organization. Through
his contacts with these groups and by virtue of his participation in their activities
he learns the techniques of stealing, becomes involved in binding relationships with
his companions in delinquency, and acquires the attitudes appropriate to his position
as a member of such groups. To use the words of Frank Tannenbaum:

It is the group that sets the pattern, provides the stimulus, gives the rewards in
glory and companionship, offers the protection and loyalty, and, most of all, gives
the criminal life its ethical content without which it cannot persist.*

In these communities many children encounter competing systems of values.
Their community, which provides most of the social forms in terms of which their
life will be organized, presents conflicting possibilities. A career in delinquency and
crime is one alternative, which often becomes real and enticing to the boy because
it offers the promise of economic gain, prestige, and companionship and because
he becomes acquainted with it through relationships with persons whose esteem and
approbation are vital to his security and to the achievement of satisfactory status.
In this situation the delinquent group may become both the incentive and the
mechanism for initiating the boy into a career of delinquency and crime and for
sustaining him in such a career, once he has embarked upon it.

In cases of group delinquency it may be said, therefore, that from the point
of view of the delinquent’s immediate social world, he is not necessarily disorganized,
maladjusted, or antisocial. Within the limits of his social world and in terms of its
norms and expectations, he may be a highly organized and well-adjusted person.

The residential communities of higher economic status, where the proportion
of persons dealt with as delinquents and criminals is relatively low, stand in sharp
contrast to the situation described above. Here the norms and values of the child’s
social world are more or less uniformly and consistently conventional. Generally
speaking, the boy who grows up in this situation is not faced with the problem of
making a choice between conflicting systems of moral values. Throughout the range
of his contacts in the community he encounters similar attitudes of approval or
disapproval. Cases of delinquency are relatively few and sporadic. The system of
conventional values in the community is sufficiently pervasive and powerful to control
and organize effectively, with few exceptions, the lives of most children and young
people.

In both these types of communities the dominant system of values is
conventional. In the first, however, a powerful competing system of of delinquency
values exists; whereas in the second, such a system, if it exists at all, is not sufficiently
extensive and powerful to exercise a strong influence in the lives of many children.
Most of the communities of the city fall between these two extremes and represent
gradations in the extent to which delinquency has become an established way of life.
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It is important to ask what the forces are which give rise to these significant
differences in the organized values in different communities. Under what conditions
do the conventional forces in the community become so weakened as to tolerate the
development of a conflicting system of criminal values? Under what conditions is
the conventional community capable of maintaining its integrity and exercising such
control over the lives of its members as to check the development of the competing
system? Obviously, any discussion of this question at present must be tentative. The
data presented in this volume, however, afford a basis for consideration of certain
points which may be significant.

It may be observed, in the first instance, that the variations in rates of officially
recorded delinquents in communities of the city correspond very closely with
variations in economic status. The communities with the highest rates of delinquents
are occupied by those segments of the population whose position is most
disadvantageous in relation to the distribution of economic, social, and cultural values.
Of all the communities in the city, these have the fewest facilities for acquiring the
economic goods indicative of status and success in our conventional culture. Residence
in the community is in itself an indication of inferior status, from the standpoint
of persons residing in the more prosperous areas. It is a handicap in securing
employment and in making satisfactory advancement in industry and the professions.
Fewer opportunities are provided for securing the training, education, and contacts
which facilitate advancement in the fields of business, industry, and the professions.

The communities with the lowest rates of delinquents, on the other hand, occupy
a relatively high position in relation to the economic and social hierarchy of the city.
Here the residents are relatively much more secure; and adequate provision is offered
to young people for securing the material possessions symbolic of success and the
education, training, and personal contacts which facilitate their advancement in the
conventional careers they may pursue.

Despite these marked differences in the relative position of people in different
communities, children and young people in all areas, both rich and poor, are exposed
to the luxury values and success patterns of our culture. In school and elsewhere
they are also exposed to ideas of equality, freedom, and individual enterprise. Among
children and young people residing in low-income areas, interests in acquiring
material goods and enhancing personal status are developed which are often difficult
to realize by legitimate means because of limited access to the necessary facilities
and opportunities.

This disparity in the facilities available to people in different communities for
achieving a satisfactory position of social security and prestige is particularly
important in relation to delinquency and crime in the urban world. In the city,
relationships are largely impersonal. Because of the anonymity in urban life. the
individual is freed from much of the scrutiny and control which characterize life
in primary-group situations in small towns and rural communities. Personal status
and the status of one’s community are, to a very great extent, determined by economic
achievement. Superior status depends not so much on character as on the possession
of those goods and values which symbolize success. Hence, the kind of clothes one
wears, the automobile one drives, the type of building in which one lives, and the
physical character of one’s community become of great importance to the person.
To a large degree these are the symbols of his position-the external evidences of
the extent to which he has succeeded in the struggle for a living. The urban world,
with its anonymity, its greater freedom, the more impersonal character of its
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relationships, and the varied assortment of economic, social, and cultural backgrounds
in its communities, provides a general setting particularly conducive to the
development of deviations in moral norms and behavior practices.

In the low-income areas, where there is the greatest deprivation and frustration,
where, in the history of the city, immigrant and migrant groups have brought together
the widest variety of divergent cultural traditions and institutions, and where there
exists the greatest disparity between the social values to which the people aspire
and the availability of facilities for acquiring these values in conventional ways, the
development of crime as an organized way of life is most marked. Crime, in this
situation, may be regarded as one of the means employed by people to acquire, or
to attempt to acquire, the economic and social values generally idealized in our
culture, which persons in other circumstances acquire by conventional means. While
the origin of this tradition of crime is obscure, it can be said that its development
in the history of the community has been facilitated by the fact that many persons
have, as a result of their criminal activities, greatly improved their economic and
social status. Their clothes, cars, and other possessions are unmistakable evidence
of this fact. That many of these persons also acquire influence and power in politics
and elsewhere is so well known that it does not need elaboration at this point. The
power and affluence achieved, at least temporarily, by many persons involved in
crime and illegal rackets are well known to the children and youth of the community
and are important in determining the character of their ideals.

It may be said, therefore, that the existence of a powerful system of criminal
values and relationships in low-income urban areas is the product of a cumulative
process extending back into the history of the community and of the city. It is related
both to the general character of the urban world and to the fact that the population
in these communities has long occupied a disadvantageous position. It has developed
in somewhat the same way as have all social traditions, that is, as a means of satisfying
certain felt needs within the limits of a particular social and economic framework.

It should be observed that, while the tradition of delinquency and crime is thus
a powerful force in certain communities, it is only a part of the community’s system
of values. As was pointed out previously, the dominant tradition in every community
is conventional, even in those having the highest rates of delinquents. The traditionally
conventional values are embodied in the family, the church, the school, and many
other such institutions and organizations. Since the dominant tradition in the
community is conventional, more persons pursue law-abiding careers than careers
of delinquency and crime, as might be expected.

In communities occupied by Orientals, even those communities located in the
most deteriorated sections of our large cities, the solidarity of Old World cultures
and institutions has been preserved to such a marked extent that control of the child
is still sufficiently effective to keep at a minimum delinquency and other forms of
deviant behavior. As Professor Hayner has pointed out in his chapter on five cities
of the Pacific Northwest, the close integration of the Oriental family, the feeling
of group responsibility for the behavior of the child, and the desire of these groups
to maintain a good reputation in American communities have all been important
elements in preserving this cultural solidarity.

It is the assumption of this volume that many factors are important in
determining whether a particular child will become involved in delinquency, even
in those communities in which a system of delinquent and criminal values exists.
Individual and personality differences, as well as differences in family relationships
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and in contacts with other institutions and groups, no doubt influence greatly his
acceptance or rejection of opportunities to engage in delinquent activities. It may
be said, however, that if the delinquency tradition were not present and the boys
were not thus exposed to it, a preponderance of those who become delinquent in
low-income areas would find their satisfactions in activities other than delinquency.

In conclusion, it is not assumed that this theoretical proposition applies to all
cases of officially proscribed behavior. It applies primarily to those delinquent
activities which become embodied in groups and social organizations. For the most
part, these are offenses against property, which comprise a very large proportion
of all the cases of boys coming to the attention of the courts.

Implications for Prevention and Treatment

The theoretical formulation set forth in the preceding pages has certain definite
implications with regard to the task of dealing with the problem of delinquency in
large American cities. Some of the more important may be stated as follows:

1. Any great reduction in the volume of delinquency in large cities probably
will not occur except as general changes take place which effect
improvements in the economic and social conditions surrounding children
in those areas in which the delinquency rates are relatively high.

2. Individualized methods of treatment probably will not be successful in a
sufficiently large number of cases to result in any substantial diminution
of the volume of delinquency and crime.

3. Treatment and preventive efforts, if they are to achieve general success,
should increasingly take the form of broad programs which seek to utilize
more effectively the constructive institutional and human resources available
in every local community in the city. Tannenbaum states this point vividly:
““The criminal is a product of the community, and his own criminal gang
is part of the whole community, natural and logical to it; but it is only part
of it. In that lies the hope that the rest of the community can do something
with the gang as such.’’’
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