Differential Association*

Edwin H. Sutherland

HE  SCIENTIFIC EXPLANATION OF A
Tphenomenon may be stated either in terms of the fac-
tors which are operating at the moment of the occurrence
of a phenomenon or in terms of the processes operating
in the earlier history of that phenomenon. In the first case
the explanation is mechanistic, in the second historical
or genetic; both are desirable, The physical and biologi-
cal scientists favor the first of these methods and it would
probably be superior as an explanation of criminal behay-
ior, Efforts at explanations of the mechanistic type have
been notably unsuccessful, perhaps largely because they
have been concentrated on the attempt to isolate personal

*Selections from Principles of Criminology by Edwin H.
Sutherland, (Philadelphia: |. B. Lippincott Co.), 1947, pp- 5-9.

and social pathologies. Work from this point of view has,
at least, resulted in the conclusion that the immediate fac-
tors in criminal behavior lie in the person-situation com-
plex. Person and situation are not factors exclusive of each
other, for the situation which is important is the situation
as defined by the person who is involved. The tendencies
and inhibitions at the moment of the criminal behavior are,
to be sure, largely a product of the earlier history of the
person, but the expression of these tendencies and inhibi-
tions is a reaction to the immediate situation ag defined by
the person. The situation operates in many ways, of which
perhaps the least important is the provision of an oppor-
tunity for a criminal act. A thief may steal from a fruit

stand when the owner is not in sight but refrain when the

owner is in sight; a bank burglar may attack a bank which
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is poorly protected but refrain from attacking a bank pro-
tected by watchmen and burglar alarms, A corporation
which manufactures automobiles seldom or never violates
the Pure Food and Drug Law but a meat-packing corpora-
tion violates this law with great frequency.

The second type of explanation of criminal behavior
is made in terms of the life experience of a person. This is
an historical or genetic explanation of crimina] behavior,
This, to be sure, assumes a situation to be defined by the
person in terms of the inclinations and abilities which the
person has acquired up to that date. The f'oHowing para-
graphs state such a genetic theory of criminal behavior on
the assumption that a criminal act occurs when a situation
appropriate for it, as defined by a person, is present.

Genetic Explanation
of Criminal Behavior

The following statement refers to the process by which a
particular person comes to engage in criminal behavior,

1. Criminal behavior is learned. Negatively, this means that
criminal behavior is not inherited, as such; also, the
person who is not already trained in crime does not
invent criminal behavior, just as a person does not
make mechanical inventions unless he has had training
in mechanics.,

2. Criminal behavior is learned in interaction with other per-
sons in a process of communication. This communication
is verbal in many respects but includes also “the com-
munication of gestures,”

3. The principal part of the ]eaming of criminal behavior
occurs within intimate personal groups. Negatively, this
means that the impersonal agencies of communica-
tion, such as picture shows and newspapers, play a
relatively unimportant part in the genesis of criminal
behavior,

4. When criminal behavior is learned, the fearm’ng includes
(a) recbnfques Qf committing the crime, which are sometimes
very complicated, sometimes very simple; (b) the specyfr'c
direction of motives, dri ves, rationalizations, and attitudes.

5. The specific direction of motives and drives is learned from
definitions of the legal codes as favorable or unfavorable. In
some societies an individual is surrounded by persons
who invariably define the legal codes as rules to be
observed, while in others he is surrounded by persons

whose definitions are favorable to the violatig
legal codes. In our American society these e
are almost alwa_ys mixed and Consequently
culture conflict in relation to the legal codes

6. A person becomes delinguent becayse of an exceg

nitions  favorable to violation of law oyey de

unfavorable to violation of law. This is the Princip}

differential association. I refers to both Crimj
anti-criminal associations and has to do wih o
acting forces. When persons become crimina],
so because of contacts with criminal Patterns
because of isolation from anti-crimina] Pattern
person inevitably assimilates the surrounding g
unless other patterns are in conflict; , South
does not pronounce “r” because other Sou

do not pronounce “r.” Negati vely, this Propos

differential association means that association
are neutral so far as crime is concerned have Jjg
no effect on the genesis of criminal behavior.

of the experience of a person is neutral in thjs ser

€.g, learning to brush one’s teeth. This behayi
o negative or positive effect on criminal be
except as it may be related to associations whj
concerned with the legal codes. This neutral
Is important especially as an occupier of the i
child so that he is not in contact with criminal beh
for during the time he is $0 engaged in the neyg
behavior,

7. Differential associations mdy vary in frequency, durat
prierity, and intensity. This means that associations wi
criminal behavior and also associations with ap
criminal behavior vary in those respects. “Freque
and “duration” as modalities of associations are o
ous and need no explanation, “Priority” is assu
be important in the sense that lawful behavior
oped in early childhood may persist throughout|
and also that delinquent behavior developed in e
childhood may persist throughout life, This tenden
however, has not been adequately demonstrated,
priority seems to be important principally thro
selective influence, “Intensit}:” is not precisely delif
but it has to do with such things as the presti
the source of a criminal or anti-criminal patte
with emotional reactions related to the associ
In a precise description of the criminal beha

- <e modalities would be stated in quan-
- d a mathematical ratio be reached. A
-thjasnsense has not been developed and the
t of such a formula would be extremely

of learning criminal behavior by association
f and anti-criminal patterns involves GLT of
] s that are involved in any other Iec:.arnfng.
this means that the learning ?f C“m_mal
not restricted to the process of imitation.

.'ho is seduced, for instance, learns crimi-
.'w ) )
: = association but this process would not

e described as imitation.

al behavior is an expression gf general needs
ﬁ is not explained by those general needs and
non-criminal behavior is an expression of the
- and values. Thieves general]y steal in OI‘CII::E]’
money, but likewise honest laborers work in
secure money. The attempts by many schol-
lain criminal behavior by general drives and
h as the happiness principle, striving for
us, the money motive, or frustration, ha\'fe
must continue to be futile since they explain
avior as completely as they explain criminal
Th’ey are similar to respiration, whu?h is ne?—
any behavior but which does not differenti-

from non-criminal behavior.

[ necessary, at this level of explanation, to
a person has the associations which he has;
involves a complex of many things. In an
the delinquency rate is high a boy who is
ious, active, and athletic is very likely
'htact with the other boys in the neighbor-
-_hnquent behavior from them, and become
| the same neighborhood the psychopathic
isolated, introvert, and inert may remain at
.'ome acquainted with the other boys in the
,and not become delinquent. In another sit-
lable, athletic, aggressive boy may become
a scout troop and not become involved in
havior. The person’s associations are deter-
neral context of social organization. A child
reared in a family; the place of residence of
determined largely by family income; and the
rate is in many respects related to the rental

Differential Association 187

value of the houses. Many other factors enter into this
social organization, including many of the small personal
group relationships. o |
The preceding explanation of criminal behavior was
stated from the point of view of the person who engages
in criminal behavior. It is possible, also, to state theorles' of
criminal behavior from the point of view of the commumt?r,
nation, or other group. The problem, when thus stated, is
generally concerned with crime rates and involves a C{?m—
parison of the crime rates of various groups or the crime
rates of a particular group at different t:imes‘. One c.)f t'h‘e
best explanations of crime rates from tl}ls poan‘t oF \«'let;his
that a high crime rate is due to social dlsorgatjuzatlon. 2
term “social disorganization” is not entirely sat]ifa‘ctory aljl |
it seems preferable to substitute for it the ‘ferm -dlfferentlz?l
social organization.” The postulate on \_vhm]‘] this thef)r{h is
based, regardless of the name, is that crime is rootf-:d in the
social organization and is an expression of t.ha.t soc;alhor"ga-
nization. A group may be organized for criminal be a’\- 1‘01‘
or organized against criminal behavior. .Mo-st (-:Omml;mt-les
are organized both for criminal and antl-crm'lma] be av1t:>r
and in that sense the crime rate is an expression of the f:hf—
ferential group organization. Differential group org;.mlza-
tion as an explanation of a crime rate mus‘F be consistent
with the explanation of the criminal behavior of the Per-
son, since the crime rate is a summary stattamerl}t of th:;
number of persons in the group who con.nmlt crimes an
the frequency with which they commit crimes.

Think Critically

1. Sutherland’s contention that all crimi-

" nal behavior is learned has come
under close scrutiny by research-
ers throughout the years. What C.iO
you make of his theory of dlﬁerentlai
association? Locate one study that
critiques the theory, and discuss the
findings.

2. How does Sutherland’s work relate to
the notion of differential opportunity
discussed by Cloward and Ohlin cov-
ered in the earlier reading?
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