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ABSTRACT 

The two criminological theories that conflict most sharply in terms of their 

fundamental assumptions about human nature and social order are control theory and 

cultural deviance theory. This research tests two major hypotheses derived from these 

theories. The first is that norms regulating the use of "force and fraud" are universal, and 

the second is that deviant behavior is caused by parents' failure to adequately socialize 

their children. The first hypothesis is tested through an analysis of the sanctioning 

practices of 100 cultures, drawn from the Human Relations Area Files. The results 

indicate that nomlS regulating the use of force and fraud are universal, and that the 

circumstances under which such acts are not sanctioned are quite limited. Apparent 

exceptions occur mainly when the consequences of the acts for social order are less severe 

or nonexistent. 

These findings indicate that certain norms are universal, and this fact can provide 

insight into human nature. If all societies prohibit some of the same acts, then these acts 

must present a threat in all societies, and members of all societies must perceive them as 

such. This indicates that people naturally tend to engage in criminal acts, since it is 

implausible that all societies would teach people to engage in behavior that they then 

punish. 

In order to identify the causes of the/ai/lire to learn cultural nomlS, micro-level 

data from the National Survey of Children are analyzed. According to Gottfredson and 

Hirschi (1990), delinquency is most likely to occur among children whose parents do not 
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adequately care for them. The results show that parents with lower self-control are less 

attached to their children, they do not adequately supervise their children, and they are 

more likely to use punitive forms of punishment. In turn, their children are less attached to 

them, they are less likely to report feeling guilty after deviation, and they are more likely to 

engage in a wide range of deviant acts. In sum, the evidence shows that children's 

deviance is the result of inadequate child-rearing practices. 
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Chapter 1: Statement of the Problem 

The field of criminology, perhaps more than any other sub-discipline within 

sociology, is characterized by a great deal of conflict between competing theoretical 

perspectives. Much of this conflict is rooted in the implicit assumptions associated with 

these perspectives. Toward the end of resolving some of this conflict, the first part of this 

manuscript focuses on the two most basic assumptions of all criminological theories, those 

dealing with human nature and social order. 

Both of these assumptions can be discussed in temlS of the consensus-conflict 

debate (Bernard 1983). With regard to human nature, one might assume that we are 

inherently consensual, or that we are naturally cooperative or prosocially motivated. In 

contrast, to argue that we are inherently conflictual implies that we tend to pursue our 

own interests regardless of the effects of our behavior on others. With regard to social 

order, the consensus perspective holds that societies are bound together primarily by 

widespread agreement on nommtive standards, and the conflict perspective holds that 

society is characterized by a great deal of normative conflict, which requires the coercion 

of one group by another to maintain social order. 

The sociological theories of crime that contrast with each other most sharply in 

terms of the consensus-conflict debate are control theory and cultural deviance theory. 

Control theory can be classified as a sociological consenSllS theory, in that it aSSllmes a 

conflictual human nature in combination with a consensual view of society (Bernard 1983: 

22). Cultural deviance theories make essentially the opposite assumptions - that human 



nature is prosocial and cooperative, and that society is therefore characterized by 

normative conflict. 
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The importance of these conflicting assumptions cannot be overestimated. Clearly, 

the basic assumptions of a theory, whether explicitly stated or not, have great impact on 

the content of the theory. With regard to criminological theory, if we assume that human 

nature is prosocial, we can only explain crime with reference to some overt social cause -

without such social forces, we would simply act in accordance with our prosocial nature. 

If we assume that human nature is asocial, rational, or hedonistic, however, there is no real 

need to explain deviation since it is simply behavior in accordance with our true nature. 

What is left to be explained, therefore, is why anyone confornls to the nornlS of any social 

group (Hirschi 1969). Put simply, the underlying assumptions of cultural deviance theory 

require an explanation of how deviance is learned. Control theory, on the other hand, 

requires an explanation of how conformity is learned. 

The general approach to the resolution of this debate in the criminological 

literature has taken two forms. First, some have argued that one or the other set of 

assumptions is logically flawed, much as Kornhauser argues against the assumptions 

associated with cultural deviance theory (1978). The other approach has been to 

empirically test the predictions made by one branch of theory in order to disprove the 

opposing perspective, typically using measures of individual offending patterns along with 

a variety of individual-level independent variables. Apparently, neither approach in itself 

provides sufficiently compelling evidence to convince skeptics of either perspective, and 

the debate continues. 
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The research presented here represents an attempt to resolve this debate. My 

approach differs from the typical approach, however. Rather than starting with 

assumptions, constructing a theory, and testing its empirical predictions, I address the 

assumptions themselves. Is social order characterized by consensus, or do basic norms 

vary between social groups? This issue has direct and important implications for the other 

basic assumption, that of the true nature of human nature. 

In this chapter, I review the assumptions and logic of the major theories of crime, 

focusing on the contrast between control theory and cultural deviance theory, and I 

present the theoretical perspective that will guide the remainder of this work. In Chapter 

2, I review the existing literature dealing with nomlS, focusing on their definition and 

measurement, and present the definition I have developed for this analysis. Chapter 3 

presents the results of a cross-cultural analysis of the nomlS and sanctioning practices of a 

large number of pre-literate and modern societies, which provide strong support for the 

notion that human societies possess a great deal of normative consensus. Once empirical 

support for the basic assumptions of control theory is presented, the next question is this: 

If people have the inborn capacity to commit crimes, and if confomlity with cultural norms 

must therefore be learned, what is the process by which confomlity is learned? To answer 

this question, Chapter 4 focuses on the micro-level processes that produce the tendency to 

conform. 



13 

Cultural Deviance and Control Theories 

The origin of cultural deviance models is typically traced to the work of Edwin 

Sutherland, who initially developed "differential association theory" in 1924 (Sutherland 

and Cressey 1966). Sutherland presented differential association theory in the form of nine 

propositions, which can be summarized as follows: Criminal behavior is learned in 

interaction with others who possess "definitions favorable to violation of law" (Sutherland 

and Cressey 1966: 81). Since any individual will have contact with groups holding such 

definitions as well as with groups holding more conventional definitions, those who 

become delinquent or deviant will possess "an excess" of these definitions favorable to law 

violation (hereafter referred to as "deviant" definitions or "deviant" values). Sutherland 

acknowledged that not all of our associations would have an equal impact on us, and the 

influence of these associations would vary by "frequency, duration, priority, and intensity" 

(Sutherland and Cressey 1966: 82). However, if there were no conflicting cultural 

patterns, Sutherland believed that an individual would "inevitably assimilate the 

surrounding culture" (Sutherland and Cressey 1966: 81). 

The theory assumes that no individual will become deviant unless deviant 

definitions are learned from others, implying that human nature is essentially good, 

confomling,'or prosocia!. It is only when an individual has contact with deviant others that 

he or she will become deviant. Put differently, this perspective presumes that criminal or 

deviant behavior must be "acquired," and consequently denies the possibility that it can be 

"invented" (Roshier 1989: 27-30). Since deviant behavior must be learned from others 
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with deviant values, the theory also must assume that societies are characterized by a great 

deal of value conflict. 

While Sutherland and Cressey do not explicitly state their assumptions about 

human nature as such, the major proponents of control theory take their assumptions 

about human nature as their starting point. In the most well-known statement of social 

control theory, Travis Hirschi (1969) conceptualized human nature as rational, self

seeking, or hedonistic -- in short, human nature is in need of control in order to prevent 

criminal behavior. For Hirschi, the major source of this control can be found in the 

individual's "bond to society," which consists of four elements: attachment to others, 

commitment to conventional goals, involvement in conventional activities, and belief in the 

moral validity of the law. Thus, for Hirschi's social control theory the cause of crime can 

be seen as human nature itself, and variation in individuals' tendency to offend can be 

traced to variation in the strength of the social bond. 

In a later version of control theory, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) retain this 

basic assumption about human nature, but identify the most important source of control 

as the individual's level of self-control, which is produced through socialization (primarily 

in early childhood). Self-control is conceptualized as the individual's ability to control his 

or her immediate desires, and low self-control is seen as a general tendency which can be 

behaviorally exhibited in many different ways. These different behaviors, however, have 

one common element -- they all tend to provide immediate gratification of desires relative 

to that attained through confomling behavior. 

This switch in emphasis from social or external control to internal control of 
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behavior allows Gottfredson and Hirschi to better account for the empirical findings of 

stability and versatility in offending. Stability refers to the fact that individuals who engage 

in deviant behavior more frequently than others will tend to continue to offend more 

frequently than others in their own age group. Because self-control is stable once 

established, it can explain stability in offending better than social control can, since levels 

of social control can vary over the life course. Versatility refers to the finding that 

offenders do not tend to specialize in a particular type of crime or deviant behavior, and 

are also more likely to be involved in accidents, to have injuries or poor health, to have 

unstable marriages and relationships with others, and so on. While social control theory 

did not predict specialization in offending, it also did not have a direct way to explain 

versatility in noncriminal behaviors such as accidents. 

Both versions of control theory also share the consensual view of social order. 

In social control theory, Hirschi explicitly rejects the cultural deviance theory assumption 

that values vary widely between ,groups, and argues instead that we can violate rules at the 

same time we believe in them, although the strength of this belief can vary (Hirschi 1969: 

23). In their later version of control theory, Gottfredson and Hirschi emphasize that 

criminal behavior is undertaken by an individual to benefit him or herself, and that this self

interested behavior is a universal problem for other members of an individual's group or 

culture. Of course, the extent to which others are concerned with an individual's behavior 

will depend on the impact that the behavior has on them. However, since crimes often 

have victims, it is not likely that others will approve of an individual's deviant behavior. 
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Rationality and Human Nature 

The assumption that human nature is rational is seen as controversial, especially 

when it is presented as part of a rational choice theory (e.g., Hechter 1987). However, the 

rationality assumption in and of itself is actually commonly utilized in the dominant 

theories of crime. For example, Sutherland's theory holds that deviant behavior is learned 

through an "excess of definitions favorable to law violation," which implies that deviance 

is rational in that it allows the individual to behave in accordance with the values he or she 

has learned from the subculture, thereby avoiding dissonance. These benefits were made 

more explicit in Burgess and Akers (1966) reforn1Ulation of Sutherland's theory, which 

states specifically that deviant behavior results when it has been sociaJly reinforced more 

strongly than conforming behavior.! Although the role of individual choice is downplayed 

or ignored in cultural deviance theories, they are consistent with the rationality assumption 

because a learned behavior is by definition rewarding to the individual. In other words, 

people will rationally "choose" that course of action that they expect to be rewarding to 

them, and this expectation must be based in part on their learning histories. 

The rationality assumption is also evident in strain and Marxist theories of crime. 

For strain theory, deviance is motivated either by a desire to aJleviate psychological strain 

brought on by the inability to achieve culturaJly induced goals, or it represents an attempt 

to achieve these cultural goals through iJlegitimate means (Merton 1938; Cohen 1955; 

!While Akers claims to recognize the potential power of nonsocial reinforcers, he 
maintains that what we find pleasurable is "at least in part sociaJly conditioned" (Akers 
1973: 61). 
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Cloward and Ohlin 1960). Clearly, in the first type of explanation the relief obtained 

through deviation is worth any possible negative consequences of the behavior, and in the 

second, deviation is simply the result of individual's natural ability to devise solutions to 

problems. Similarly, in Currie's Marxist theory of crime, the lack of stable, meaningful, and 

gainful employment can lead to deviance because " ... this narrowing of choices ... makes 

illicit work -- like selling drugs -- relatively attractive ... " (1985: 116). Here, the drug 

dealer has very little to lose through deviating and very little to gain through conforming. 

Other Marxist analyses utilize an analogous costlbenefit model in explaining the benefits of 

crime for the bourgeoisie, who are largely responsible for "creating" crime. 

All of these theories essentially hold that certain social forces serve to increase the 

perceived benefits of crime or to decrease the perceived costs. It appears, then, that 

"rational choice" models are very common among sociological theories of crime. Thus, the 

question remains -- why are rational choice theories so controversial? There are two 

answers to this question. First, theories of crime differ in the dep,ree of rational decision 

making imputed to individuals, and second, the forces operating on this decision-making 

process are different for each theory. In turn, a theory's assumptions about the individual's 

degree of rationality and about individuals' preferences in terms of decision-making 

depend on whether a theory assumes that people are inherently social or inherently self

interested. 

When compared with the other major criminological theories, cultural deviance 

theories are often held to be the most detern1inistic in that they all but ignore internal 

cognitive processes and deny the possibility that an individual can "invent" crime (Roshier 
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1989: 28). Strain and radical theories do not necessarily deny this possibility, but they 

require a "push" from society to cause an individual to deviate (Roshier 1989: 30). 

Control theories, on the other hand, take "invention" of crime as the essential cause of 

criminal behavior, and thus explicitly incorporate the individual's rationality into the 

theory. 

While one might argue that this difference in the degree of rationality imputed to 

individuals by each branch of theory is the fundamental means by which to distinguish 

between them, in fact their assumptions about whether people are inhel'ently prosocial or 

inherently individualistic are truly fundamental. Specifically, a cultural deviance theorist 

might argue that people are completely rational, but that their prosocial nature invariably 

leads them to make prosocial decisions, or decisions which confom1 with the values of 

their group. In other words, they do make choices, but they have a different set of 

preferences which guide those choices. Similarly, it is not difficult to imagine a strain 

theorist arguing that he or she sees individuals as rational, but at the same time arguing 

that individuals will not make a selfish or individualistic decision unless all possible 

prosocial courses of action are blocked.2 

Thus, the assumptions about human nature that deal with the individual's prosocial 

or individualistic nature will severely limit the extent to which rational decisions are 

2S train theories have been criticized on the grounds that they explain "too much 
crime" because they have a difficult time explaining confom1ity among the lower class 
(Roshier 1989: 30). In this sense, one might argue that strain theories make individuals 
"too rational." This is tme, however, only within the strict confines of the theory, because 
it is only true when we ignore incentives to crime other than the strain of being poor, and 
when we ignore the disincentives of both fom1al and informal sanctions. 
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important to the theory. While cultural deviance and strain theories appear to make the 

individual "less rational" than control theories, they do so mainly because they begin with a 

conception of the actor as prosocial. This conception therefore leads cultural deviance 

theories to paint a picture of the individual as incapable of making an antisocial or 

individualistic decision, and it leads strain theories to require a "push" or strong motivation 

in order for the individual to deviate. It is thus not the rationality assumption that 

fundamentally distinguishes control theories from the other branches of theory, but rather 

the rationality assumption in combination with the assumption that people are 

fundamentally self-interested. 

This distinction is important in demonstrating how a theorist's assumptions limit 

the theory in ways that may be unintended by the theorist. Strain and radical theorists, for 

example, probably did not intend their theories to paint a picture of the delinquent as 

ignorant or unthinking, since they assume that even teenagers have an awareness of the 

social injustices inflicted upon them, and that their behavior is in part a reaction to these 

circumstances. At the same time, to assume that some special motivation for deviant 

behavior is necessary due to our fundamentally prosocial nature makes the individual 

deviant seem "less rational" than is necessary. Similarly, it seems unlikely that cultural 

deviance theorists intended to portray the delinquent as an "automaton" (Kornhauser 

1978: 35), but byassuming that human nature is prosocial, and that deviance is caused 

only by learning deviant values from others, they do just this. By emphasizing the process 

of learning deviant values, cultural deviance theorists leave no room for "actions ... that 

result from internal processes of thinking and working out solutions to problems" (Roshier 
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1989: 28). 

It is understandable that sociological theories tend to conceive of human nature as 

basically social, since it seems that our most valued rewards are those that are intangible 

and derived from contact with others. However, it is a mistake to assume that this fact 

necessitates a prosocial (as opposed to self-interested) nature, since we can start with the 

assumption that we are rational maximizers of our own benefit and still explain the 

existence of prosocial behavior. The power of control theory's combined assumptions of 

rationality and self-interest lies in their ability to explain both conforming and deviant 

behavior with reference to the same general tendencies, in combination with an 

acknowledgement that our learning histories will intluence our behavior. Roshier describes 

this perspective as "postclassical criminology," in that it incorporates the rationality, free 

will, and self-interest assumptions of the classical school. At the same time this perspective 

recognizes the potential contributions of a positivistic approach, which emphasizes the fact 

that we can identify certain variables which will "intluence the direction" of the individual's 

behavioral choices, so that individuals' behavior can be predicted (to some extent) with 

these variables (Roshier 1989: 72). Thus, this perspective recognizes the possibility that 

there is more than one way our actions can benefit us -- both socially, by gaining the 

approval of others and in avoiding their disdain, and non socially, through the intrinsic 

benefits of certain courses of action. 
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The Nature of Crime and the Nature of Society 

As stated by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), all crimes have one thing in common, 

which is that they provide quicker and easier satisfaction of desires than is possible 

through socially acceptable means. It is not necessary for opportunities to be blocked in 

order for people to realize that money can be made more quickly through dealing drugs 

than by working, at least when considering the vast majority of conventional occupations. 

Similarly, the quick and easy benefits of theft are sufficient to account for the motivation 

to do it, without reference to any cultural support or social reinforcement for the behavior. 

However, since cultural deviance theory fails to recognize the possibility that the 

individual's interests may conflict with those of his or her social bTfOUP (Gottfredson and 

Hirschi 1990: 76), it also fails to acknowledge the importance of nonsocial sources of 

reinforcement for the individual. Since these theories begin with the assumption that 

human nature is basically social and therefore it is in our nature to conform, they overlook 

a fundamental question: How is the existence of human societies possible, given the 

obvious and attractive benefits of the selfish pursuit of individual goals? 

The answer is that the benefits or rewards of social existence outweigh the 

negative consequences of social life (mainly the constraints placed upon our behavior), and 

that this ratio is also more favorable than it would be in a "state of nature". However, this 

favorable ratio of benefits to costs is, very often, exhibited only when the calculation 

focuses on relatively long range consequences of actions. In other words, the most rational 
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course of action in the short run is very often to deviate, or to "free ride" and enjoy the 

benefits provided by society while violating its rules. In the long run, though, deviation 

almost never pays, primarily because it is difficult for a free ride to be a long one. Because 

society and its members are motivated to monitor the behavior of others in order to 

protect their own benefits, they have good reason to try to prevent deviation. In additiol), 

it is not likely that a "career" of crime will be a fruitful one. Thieves generally tend to get 

very little economic benefit from the goods they steal, for example (Gottfredson and 

Hirschi 1990: 74). 

At first glance, it may seem contradictory to argue that crime is a rational pursuit 

which is inherently (non socially) reinforcing, but which generally doesn't pay. This is not 

the case, for two reasons. The first, as mentioned, is that crime tends to pay in the short 

run, but not when a longer time perspective is taken into account. This claim will be more 

fully explicated below. 

In some cases, however, crime doesn't pay in the short run, either. For example, 

Gottfredson and Hirschi argue that thieves often sell their goods for a lot less than they are 

worth (1990: 211), and it is certainly common for muggers to mug someone with no 

valuables. The key consideration here is that nonsocial reinforcement is not necessarily 

continuous reinforcement. Very often, nonsocial reinforcement does occur on a 

continuous basis -- our thirst is quenched every time we drink water. However, much 

psychological research has found that intemlittent schedules of reinforcement are actually 

more effective in conditioning a response. Thus, the fact that in many cases crimes are not 

profitable in the short run can be explained within the current framework, provided that 
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crimes are inherently pleasurable at least some of the time. 

In order to defend the claim that the nonsocial rewards of crime are more 

immediate but smaller in magnitude than the social punishment that may result from it 

(including the withholding of social rewards), it is necessary to examine the nature of 

nonsocial and social consequences of behavior. In fact, the degree to which social 

reinforcement is delayed varies considerably, depending upon the goal being pursued and, 

in general, the age of the individual. Some benefits from others are relatively immediate. 

For example, a hungry, crying infant must stop crying in order to eat, but the reward for 

controlling the urge to cry comes almost immediately. Of course, the behavior rewarded 

here is actually the crying itself, but the point is that it is impossible for an infant to nurse 

unless he or she stops crying. In this example, it is not necessary for the infant to exhibit a 

high level of self-control. In fact, it could be argued that none is required because the 

reward may be received simultaneously with the cessation of crying. 

The next point on the continuum of immediacy of reward would be when 

behaviors are reinforced almost immediately, but with a short delay. For example, in order 

for the benefits of a joke to be attained, we must remain silent for long enough to hear the 

punch line. The fact that this may strike the reader as a trivial example is significant. Most 

adults don't have trouble controlling their urge to speak while others are speaking (at least 

for a short time) because their level of self-control is high enough that deferring 

gratification for one minute seems effortless. This implies that we would not expect to find 

as much variation in the interruption of people with the reputation of being good joke 

tellers as we would in the interruption of notorious bores, since the rewards for 
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self-control in the latter case are at a much greater remove from the immediate situation 

(one reward may be gaining a reputation of being a tactful, polite person and therefore 

receiving more social invitations in the future). Similarly, when dining out, most adults will 

not attempt to take food from another diner who has already received her meal, even if 

ravenously hungry. Again, the fact that this point is so obvious as to appear trivial 

indicates the extent to which self-control is taken for granted in many situations. For most 

adults, our ability to control our urges is so well developed that in many instances we do 

not even consider violating social norms. 

However, like all learned behavior, even the most thoroughly conditioned behavior 

will extinguish in the complete absence of sanctions (Scott 1971), so I do not argue that 

self-control can be maintained indefinitely. When considering practical applications of the 

theory, though, it is unlikely that the condition of complete absence of sanctions, or more 

specifically the complete absence of the perceived threat of sanctions, ever actually occurs, 

so that for all practical purposes extinction of extremely well-learned behaviors will not 

occur. 

Of course, as goals become more removed from the immediate situation and as we 

age, more self-control of situational urges is necessary, and therefore we would expect to 

find greater variation in the ability to defer gratification. If one's goal is to own a house, it 

is at least necessary to hold a steady job and to avoid bad credit. While it would be 

immediately rewarding for an individual to run up credit card charges and then declare 

bankruptcy, the long term costs incurred would be prohibitive for the prospective home 

buyer. Similarly, the potential monetary gain from stealing from one's friends may be great, 
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but the loss of friendship in the long run may outweigh the monetary benefits. In both of 

these examples, the costs of deviation by necessity only come after the nonsocial rewards 

of the behavior have been obtained, thus indicating that some ability to defer gratification 

is necessary in order for the individual to benefit from conformity in these examples. 

The Functional Nature of Norms 

The general claim I am making is that since people are asocial rational maximizers 

by their very nature, those behaviors that are expected of adults in all societies, and which 

are regulated by norms, will be those that prescribe the deferral of brratification at the 

expense of easier and more immediate gratification. In other words, the universal goal of 

individuals is to get whatever they want for the least possible effort, or even more 

generally to get something for nothing. From my perspective, it matters little whether the 

individual's goal is quick cash or expressing anger at the bourgeoisie -- one easy way to 

achieve either goal is to steal money from a wealthy person. In addition, the search for 

specific motives for specific crimes is unlikely to be fruitful, because most offenders are 

versatile in their types of offenses (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 91-94), and because 

creating typologies of motives for crime leads to overlooking some basic individual 

differences in the likelihood "of offending (Wilson and Herrnstein 1985: 40). 

In contrast, the universal goal of all societies must necessarily be to limit the selfish 

pursuit of individualistic goals, in order for the society to survive at all. This functional 

explanation for the existence of norms is, as stated by Scott, "essentially an evolutionary 
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necessarily social species" (1971: 34). 
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Many theorists utilizing various theoretical perspectives agree with this general 

principle. Control theorists in criminology certainly agree with the idea that norms are 

functional for group survival (Kornhauser 1978; Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). Durkheim 

stated that " ... a moral nile never benefits the individual at the expense of society" (Scott 

1971: 67). And even Bandura, whose work has been interpreted as supporting the cultural 

deviance theory assumption of normative variation between groups (e.g., Akers 1973), 

states that "people cannot exercise unlimited freedom, because their actions would 

repeatedly infringe on the freedom and welfare of others ... adopting a few sensible niles 

greatly enhances everyone's well-being" (1986: 262). 

If it can be accepted that all groups have the same basic requirements for survival, 

the institutionalized nonns of all societies must not vary in content (Scott 1971; 

Kornhauser 1978). As Scott defines institutionalized norms, this statement is true by 

definition, since he defines them as those nomlS that deal with behavior that has 

detrimental consequences for the "viability and efficiency of social organization" (1971: 

73). These are distinguished from "subinstitutional" nonns or "conventions" (Hechter 

1990; Elster 1989) which, if nonexistent, would not have any impact on the survival of 

society, and which are therefore likely to be highly variable across cultures. For example, 

if a society had no norms regulating style of dress, it is unlikely that this would have an 

impact on the ability of the society to survive, and this particular nonn indeed varies 

considerably across cultures. In contrast, if a society had no norms regulating ingroup 
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aggression, this would have dire consequences for the continued existence of the society. 

For example, consider the plausibility of anthropologist Colin Turnbull's account of the 

social "organization" of the Ik of Uganda: 

.... their everyday life throbbed with brutality and an almost complete insensitivity. 
They hated the old and the infinn. Children stole food from the mouths of the 
elderly or their own parents. They kicked dead people into ravines ... the adults 
laughed as infants burned in fires ... children were intolerable 'mistakes'. Turnbull 
learned of only three births among some 2000 people during the time he lived there 
(McCord 1982: 50). 

Obviously, the very existence of such a society is highly questionable. The mere fact that 

the birth rate was so low indicates that the society would eventually disintegrate, 

especially since it seems that it would be very difficult to maintain the population through 

"recruitment" of outsiders. It is also illogical for any society which considered children to 

be "intolerable mistakes" to allow any of them to live long enough to "steal food from the 

mouths of the elderly," or for that matter to allow the elderly to live either. 

This example is useful in pointing out the minimal requirements for the survival of 

any society. At the most basic level, societies must strictly limit ingroup aggression and 

they must define property rights and thereby hold nomlS against theft. This view does not 

imply that all nornlS are functional for the majority of the population of any society, nor do 

I intend to imply that this view can explain the existence of all norms. For example, the 

idea that those in power influence the creation of laws and norms meshes nicely with the 

idea that nornlS are created by individuals who benefit from their existence. Laws 

proscribing the use of marijuana may very well exist because it is in the interest of those in 
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power to create an additional means by which to control the powerless. This argument is 
y 

not necessarily inconsistent with my perspective, because the extent to which the 

powerless in any society use marijuana should vary between societies, and marijuana use is 

not always a threat to other individuals or to society in general and would therefore not 

need to be universally condemned. Of course, if the use of marijuana is perceived as 

causing other crimes which clearly have a victim, such as theft, or if it were seen as 

interfering with parental responsibilities, for example, then it would be condemned, but 

this perception is much more likely to vary cross-culturally than "perceptions" about 

whether assault is harmful. Similarly, we would expect nomlS against drug use to be 

strongest in those societies where taxpayers' money is used to treat addicts, since the 

effects of addiction would clearly be hamlful to all individuals who pay taxes. 

Thus, if there are stmctural conditions that limit or mitigate the damage done by 

certain fomlS of deviant behavior, the norms which regulate those forms of behavior will 

be less stringently enforced, and in some cases may be absent altogether. This argument is 

essentially the same as that presented in Hirschi's (1969) social control theory, but applied 

to cross-cultural differences rather than to individual differei1Ces in "stakes in conformity". 

Hirschi argues that when the individual's bond to society is weak, the strength of possible 

sanctions on behavior is therefore also weak. Similarly, I argue that if for any reason the 

objective consequences of a behavior for a social group are less serious, the consequences 

of the failure to regulate it are also less severe, and this will be reflected in the norms of a 

society. 

Thus, it would follow that if reliable foons of birth control were not available in a 
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society, nornlS and sanctions against infanticide should be weaker, since additional 

children may threaten the survival of the entire family, assuming limited resources. This 

prediction might lead one to the conclusion that nornlS advocating the killing of infants 

should be prevalent in such societies, but this is not the case. The problem with this 

conclusion is that while infanticide may be functional for a society for a short period of 

time until the population stabilizes, in the long run it is obviously dysfunctional.3 The key 

consideration here is that institutionalized norms are not simply created and discarded at 

will, and this is because norms are carried in the minds of the members of society, or are 

internalized. Thus, since internalized norms can be maintained for relatively long periods 

of time without external sanctions, any change in the norms of a society will occur slowly, 

and if they do change, there will tend to be a "lag effect" on changes in the behavior of 

individuals. 

In sum, then, certain norms are absolutely necessary for any society to exist. 

Norms against the use of force and fraud provide the primary benefit of society, which is 

the protection of individuals from being victimized by each other, while at the same time 

allowing people to gain other advantages of social life, such as companionship and a 

division of labor. To the extent that the harm caused by certain behaviors is mitigated or 

eliminated by changes in structural conditions, these behaviors will be less strongly 

proscribed, or less institutionalized. This is not to say, however, that the extent to which 

30f course, if the noml were only applied to specific cases, such as when the infant 
is very ill or defomled, it would not be dysfunctional, for two reasons. First, these cases 
will be rare under nomlal circumstances, and therefore infanticide involving such children 
would not present a threat to the continuation of the group. Second, and as I will argue in 
Chapter 3, the killing of such infants may actually benefit the group. 



norms can vary is unlimited. Certain actions, such as within-group murder for profit, can 

never be allowed or encouraged by any society without the collapse of that society. 
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These macro-level processes have two important implications for individual 

behavior. First, rational self-interested individuals are motivated to protect themselves 

from victimization by others. It is therefore necessary that there be some means by which 

to control the behavior of others. Since it would be impossible (or at least very inefficient) 

for every individual to be constantly monitored by others, there must be some mechanism 

by which individuals can be motivated to control their own behavior, even in the absence 

of immediate threats of sanctions. This mechanism is the internalization of norms, or the 

learning of self-control. 

Second, if we can show that institutionalized nomlS do not vary, we wiII have 

gone a long way toward showing that human nature is in fact in need of regulation, and 

that some failure of society to control its members must be the cause of deviation. Of 

course, the need to control behavior does not indicate what the mechanism of control is or 

how it is established, and these questions must now be addressed. 

Internalization and Related Concepts 

Several concepts that are very similar to normative internalization include 

self-control (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990), the ability to defer gratification, a long term 

time horizon, and a low rate of time discounting (Wilson and Herrnstein 1985). 

Nonnative internalization has been defined as the extent to which an individual's behavior 



31 

"confonns ... at a spatial or temporal remove from sanctions" (Scott 1971: 92). While 

Gottfredson and Hirschi do not provide a succinct definition of self-control, I would 

propose the following based on their description of the elements of self-control: self

control is the relative tendency to defer gratification, to persist in a course of action to 

achieve some desired goal, to be "cautious, cognitive, and verbal," to have the capacity to 

make long-tenn commitments to jobs or to other people such as spouses or friends, to 

possess or value cognitive or other skills, and to be somewhat concerned with the needs 

and feelings of other people (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 89). 

For the most part, I will use the concepts self-control and internalization of norms 

interchangeably, although they do not necessarily have exactly the same meaning. One 

difference between them is that the phrase "the internalization of nomls" emphasizes the 

process by which self-control is learned. To refer to "internalized nomls" similarly 

emphasizes the process, while self-control refers more to the result. In fact, self-control 

can be conceptualized as the most fundamental of all nomlS. As Gottfredson and Hirschi 

state, "No known social group, whether criminal or noncriminal, actively or purposefully 

attempts to reduce the self-control of its members. Social life is not enhanced by low self

control and its consequences" (1990: 95-96). 

While I agree with this position in general, there may be specific situations in 

which exhibiting low self-control is not condemlied, and in which it does not have negative 

consequences for group life. For example, impulsively diving into a rapids to save a 

drowning child may be indicative of low self-control, but might actually be praised 

(whether the effort were successful or not). Similarly, making a joke is often a 
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spontaneous action undertaken without consideration of the consequences, as are 

spontaneous expressions of joy or love (in most contexts). Of course, Gottfredson and 

Hirschi incorporate sensitivity to the needs of others into their description of self-control, 

so these examples may not precisely correspond to their conception of low self-control, 

and may be better described as "impulsive." However, this distinction does point out the 

importance of the social consequences of an action in determining whether an action is 

normative or non normative. For these reasons, I have chosen to use the term 

internalization of nonns in the title of this work. 

The ability to defer gratification is also a useful teml in that it is commonly used to 

refer to a wide range of behavior not usually considered to be morally relevant, such as 

choosing a delayed but greater reward in experimental settings (i.e. Mischel 1961). For 

example, it would be difficult to argue that there is a nornl prohibiting children from 

climbing trees with weak branches, or a noml against swimming during lightning storms. 

The necessity for such nornlS is questionable primarily because the natural consequences 

of such actions are obvious enough to most adults to prevent them from engaging in them. 

However, it is not uncommon to hear parents warning children against engaging in such 

practices, and I would argue that this is because parents realize that children are not likely 

to recognize or consider the hazards inherent in such behavior before acting. Similarly, it is 

often necessary for parents to remind children to take even the most simple precautiom;, 

like to watch where they are going when walking, running, or riding a bicycle. Thus, the 

need to think before acting applies not only to behavior regulated by institutionalized 

norms, and which therefore will have consequences for others, but also to behavior that 



33 

only has consequences for the individual engaging in it. Since I am claiming that one 

commonality of all nom1S is their prohibition of immediately gratifying behavior and 

prescription for restraint, those with the ability or tendency to defer gratification are also 

expected to exhibit greater rates of conforming behavior in all realms. 

Of course, I am not arguing that confom1ing individuals consciously consider the 

costs and benefits of each action they carry out. As noted earlier, the lack of consideration 

of certain behaviors can indicate that prohibitions against these behaviors are extremely 

well learned or internalized, so that an opportunity to deviate is not even perceived or 

defined as such. On the other hand, I would also argue that those who are prone to 

deviation are less likely to carefully consider the consequences of their actions, or at least 

that they tend to err in their calculations so that immediate consequences are considered at 

the expense of consideration of relatively long range ones. 

While many theorists do not make distinctions between the ability to defer 

gratification and a high rate of time discounting, I think it is important to do so. The tern1 

"time discounting" implies that long range consequences are considered but discounted 

because of their delay. This term may actually be somewhat misleading in this context, 

since it implies that the long term costs of deviation are recognized as inevitable, but 

discounted sufficiently so that they are not effective deterrents to behavior. For example, 

Wilson and Herrnstein (1985: 52) use the example of the dieter trying to resist eating 

dessert as analogous to the potential deviant trying to resist a crime. In their example, the 

dieter is completely aware of the fact that there will be a certain price to pay for eating 

dessert, and that there is no way to avoid that price. This example overlooks the fact that 
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in most cases, the commission of a crime does not entail such certain negative 

consequences, and overlooks the possibility that the potential deviant does not even 

consider the possible penalties of his or her behavior. Similarly, whether a child in a 

laboratory setting chooses one piece of candy now over two pieces tomorrow is not quite 

the same thing as whether or not the child will spontaneously consider the potential 

penalties of deviation. 

To be fair, Wilson and Herrnstein do note that crime may be the result of the 

inability to imagine future consequences, and they acknowledge that the certainty of 

punishment may playa role in the "decision" to commit crime. However, their primary 

focus is on how differences in rates of time discounting (or the length or scope of one's 

time horizon) will lead to variation in criminality. This focus leads to the prediction that 

those with higher discounting rates will not choose to commit a crime that will only be 

rewarded at some point in the future, but will be likely to commit a crime when the 

opportunity is immediately at hand. There are two problems with this prediction. First, it 

implies that those with lower discounting rates will be more likely to engage in crimes 

planned in advance, or will be more likely to be "professional" criminilis (Wilson and 

Herrnstein 1985: 53). By this reasoning, time discounting rates in and of themselves 

cannot differentiate between criminals and conformists, they can only predict what types 

of crimes will be engaged in by people with different discounting rates. Second, Wilson 

and Hermstein do not explicitly recognize the fact that the vast majority of crimes do 

occur on the "spur of the moment," and require little skill or planning (Gottfredson and 

Hirschi 1990: 17). Given this fact, there is not much sense in discllssing variatiolls in time 
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discounting rates, since the only variation that matters (for all practical purposes) is 

whether or not an individual can resist a criminal opportunity which is immediately at 

hand. Thus, a more fruitful approach would be to determine the critical "crossover point" 

rather than focusing on differences in discounting rates. 

In contrast, my approach focuses on the likelihood that an individual will simply 

stop and think about the potential costs of a deviant activity before engaging in it. In other 

words, rather than acknowledging the costs of the act but discounting them heavily, 

criminals will simply not stop to consider what those costs might be. Of course, there is no 

reason to believe that these two tendencies are unrelated -- in all likelihood they are highly 

correlated. I also do not dispute the research dealing with the relationship between time 

discounting and the likelihood of deviation, which shows fairly strong positive 

relationships. For example, experimental data have shown that children who prefer 

immediate but smaller rewards over delayed ones are more likely to be delinquent 

(Mischel 1961), and that these differencf!s are quite stable over time (Mischel, Shoda, and 

Peake 1988). While these results suggest that those with high rates of time discounting are 

more likely to deviate, they do not rule out the possibility that deviation is the result of a 

simple failure to consider the consequences of actions. 

Finally, the use of the ternl internalization is not meant to imply that those who 

have failed to internalize norms do not know what the nornlS are - rather, they know what 

they are and realize that they are beneficial, even if it is only to the extent that they realize 

that they themselves do not want to be victimized by others. It is this point that most 

sharply distinguishes my perspective from that of cultural deviance theory. If, as cultural 
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deviance theory proposes, "deviant" behavior is simply behavior in accordance with norms 

that conflict with the norms of the dominant segment of a society, then a member of a 

deviant subculture would be expected to congratulate someone who had burglarized his or 

her home or murdered a relative, for example. 

We see from this illogical prediction that cultural deviance theory's failure to 

recognize the individual's rational self-interest, and the concomitant failure to 

acknowledge that an individual's interests may conflict with those of his or her group, 

causes problems for the theory. In order for cultural deviance theorists to counter such an 

objection, they would have to make the argument that "deviant values" only apply to· 

criminal behavior directed at outgroups. This in turn would require a shift in focus to an 

explanation of group conflict, which would actually necessitate an abandonment of the 

"deviant values" concept altogether. This is true because arguing that crime is directed at 

outgroups, due to some hostility or conflict of interest between groups, implies that the 

offender realizes that his or her actions will do some damage to members of the opposing 

group. Thus, if the desire to cause ham1 to another group or its members motivates the 

action and similarly prevents individuals from victimizing members of their own group, the 

individual must realize that the action will be hamlful to others and therefore must 

understand the distinction between acceptable and unacceptable actions. Of course, the 

fact that most victims of crimes are very similar to offenders in terms of race, age, and 

socioeconomic status also points to the implausibility of the cultural deviance perspective, 

and lends credibility to the perspective proposed here. If crime is the result of momentary 

impulses or desires, it makes sense that people or property in close physical proximity 
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social group (at least in terms of demographic characteristics). 

Sources of Sanctions 
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If external sanctions could always be quick, certain, and severe enough, 

internalization would not be necessary. Following this line of thought, the effectiveness of 

sanctions should vary according to the source of the sanctions, so that those administered 

quickly and with a relatively high probability are more effective in preventing future 

deviation. Thus, it is necessary to determine the likelihood and the extent to which 

sanctions will meet these criteria. 

Of course, before sanctioning is possible, it is necessary that the group have the 

ability and desire to monitor the behavior of its members (Hechter 1987). Secondly, if 

"free riding" is detected through monitoring, there must be some way to withhold the 

benefits of group membership from the free riders. These basic principles have very 

important implications for the differing abilities of the state versus smaller, primary groups 

to control the behavior of individuals, and I will argue that the ability of primary groups 

like the family is superior in both respects. 

Although this argument has "common sense" appeal, it has been tlrgued that the 

influence of the state on the likelihood of deviant behavior is equal or superior to that of 

the family. For example, Braithwaite's (1989) highly acclaimed theory of crime (see Scheff 

1990) argues that when the family fails to control the bdlavior of its members, 



38 

"reintegrative shaming" on the part of the police can be sufficient to reform the criminal. I 

see this argument as seriously flawed, for the reasons outlined below. 

First, since the costs of monitoring for the state are very high due primarily to the 

sheer numbers of people who must be monitored, it is likely that monitoring will be 

inadequate on the societal level. However, in the family the ratio of monitors to those 

monitored is much larger, because families are obviously much smaller groups. In addition, 

it is likely that the benefits of monitoring and sanctioning are much greater when the group 

is small and relatively dependent on the other members for a wide range of benefits, from 

the children's dependence on parents for their survival to the parents' dependence on each 

other for emotional support (Hechter 1987). The family's interest in monitoring children's 

behavior is also likely to be greater in most cases than the state's interest in monitoring the 

behavior of its citizens, because the "deviant" behavior of children is likely to "target" the 

members of their families. In other words, children's unacceptable behaviors, such as 

temper tantrums or stealing money, will most often directly affect their family members, 

whereas representatives of the state or law enforcement personnel have only an indirect 

interest in maintaining confomlity. Thus, based on the assessment of monitoring 

capabilities, it seems that the family would serve as a more effective means of control than 

the state. Of course, this argument will also hold for small-scale societies, which, though 

larger than families, would find it much easier to monitor the behavior of their members 

than large, modern societies do. 

Because the witholding of rewards can serve as effective punishment for deviation, 

the types of benefits that can be withheld should have important implications for their 
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effectiveness as punishment, and these will also vary according to the size of the group. 

The most basic of these benefits can be referred to as collective goods -- those that require 

a group in order to be produced, and which vary in the degree to which "noncontributors" 

can be excluded from their consumption (Hechter 1987: 36). Hobbes' explanation for the 

existence of social order centers on a collective good - if we want the freedom that goes 

along with protection from others, we must give up the freedom to injure others. If we 

violate the terms of this agreement, we risk losing our freedom altogether. The second 

type of benefit can be referred to as immanent goods, which are directly reinforcing to the 

individual (Hechter 1987: 42). For my purposes, the important types of immanent goods 

are those that derive from contact with others, such as entertainment, companionship, and 

love. 

Because collective goods are more difficult to exclude from free riders by their 

very nature, it is also more difficult for the state than for the family or other primary 

groups to punish deviants in an efficient manner, especially when that state's constitution 

specifically guarantees certain rights to all of its citizens, regardless of their contributions 

to society. In contrast, it is much easier for members of a small group to exclude one of its 

members from immanent goods such as entertainment or companionship. In addition, 

when "penalties" are administered in the family, the relative ease of monitoring noted 

above helps insure that the "offender" c.'nnot avoid the penalty. For example, it is easier 

for a mother to make sure that her "grounded" son does not take the car out for a 

midnight cruise than it is for the state to insure that a driver with a suspended license does 

not actually drive. Of course, I am not advocating the loss of constitutional rights for 
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convicted felons, nor am I advocating imprisonment for traffic offenses. This discussion is 

intended merely to point out that all else equal, we would expect to find greater effects of 

social control in the family or other primary group than from legal sanctions. In fact, even 

if harsh, certain punishment could be administered by the state, I would still argue that it 

would not have much of an effect on deviation, because one of the central arguments in 

this research is that people who have nO( learned self-control tend to have a "here and 

now" orientation (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990), and the punishments meted out by the 

state necessarily are more delayed than those administered by the family. 

One important consideration relating to sources of sanctions is that very often, 

institutionalized norms regulate behavior not only through direct social sanctioning, but 

also through what Scott refers to as "superempirical sanctions" (1971: 65). For example, 

promises of punishment in the afterlife can act as exceptionally efficient controls on 

behavior, both because of the impossibility of avoiding detection of deviant behavior and 

because the existence of these sanctions cannot be corroborated (Scott 1971: 65). Of 

course, since I maintain that delayed punishment is less effective than immediate 

punishment, the effectiveness of superempirical sanctions is largely dependent on their 

capacity to inspire fear among those who have sinned. 

A similar argument can be made with regard to more secular references to 

standards of "morality" and the sanctity of human life. If a child has learned that certain 

behaviors are simply "wrong" rather than just "something my parents don't want me to 

do," it is impossible to avoid detection by the "monitor" of the behavior, because the 

monitor is the child him or herself. The punishment in this case would be the feelings of 
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guilt presumed to result from violation of one's own standards of behavior. Because 

"morality" and "the word of God" are important means to decrease monitoring and 

sanctioning costs, and because they would probably lose some of their effectiveness if 

applied to all detrimental behavior, we would expect the behaviors regulated by these 

considerations to be those which have the most serious consequences for group survival 

and which are inherently the most satisfying. In other words, the more attractive the 

behavior is to the individual and the more detrimental it is for society, the more likely it is 

to be regulated by superempirical sanctions. Thus, touching hot stoves is considered 

bizarre but not necessarily immoral, primarily because masochism is inherently unattractive 

to the vast majority of people and therefore does not represent a serious threat to social 

order. However, burning your child, which could theoretically be an effective form of 

punishment and therefore attractive to desperate parents, is considered extremely immoral. 

Of course, the degree to which something is considered immoral can also vary, and 

will similarly vary according to the inherent attractiveness of the behavior in combination 

with the seriousness of the detrimental effects it has on others. So, suicide may be 

considered to be immoral, but not as immoral as murder, because it is inherently less 

attractive. However, if an individual with many children commits suicide, the 

consequences of that action will be more serious for the family and therefore it will be 

seen as more immoral than a childless individual's suicide. 

The theory proposed here can be briefly summarized as follows: since human 

nature is asocial and regulated by rational calculation of costs and benefits, 

institutionalized nomlS regulating inherently pleasurable activities must exist in order for 
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society to exist. Society is therefore structured so as to reward conformity to norms and 

punish deviation. Because social sanctions are almost always further removed than 

physical or nonsocial sanctions, a large part of the socialization of individuals entails 

teaching the ability to defer gratification, or teaching people to consider the negative 

consequences of their actions before acting. If deferral of gratification can be successfully 

taught, the individual's cost benefit calculations will naturally come out favoring 

conformity. The likelihood that this result will be achieved also depends on the degree to 

which the individual finds social interaction rewarding, which in turn depends primarily on 

the extent to which the individual's basic needs have been met through social contact. 

The influence of the family in this analysis is twofold -- not only do early childhood 

experiences influence the degree to which we are "bonded" to others (Hirschi 1969), but 

the family is also more important than any other social group in teaching self-control, for 

three major reasons. First, the family is more likely to have an "investment" (Gottfredson 

and Hirschi 1990) in its members, even if for no other reason than the fact that family 

members are more likely than any other group to suffer the direct, negative consequences 

of its members' deviation. Secondly, because families are for the most part small groups, 

their ability to monitor their members is greater than that of larger groups. Third, families 

have a greater ability to punish deviation due to the nature of the benefits they provide, 

and punishment is likely to be swifter and therefore more effective than that received from 

the state's justice system. Of course, the desire and ability of families to monitor children's 

behavior, recognize deviant behavior, and punish such behavior, as well as the extent to 

which the family members are bonded to each other and to society, will vary between 
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individual families (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990; Hirschi 1969). It is primarily this 

variation that leads to individual variation in self-control, and the specific process by which 

self-control is established must now be addressed. 

The Process of Socialization 

The first step in the process of successful socialization lies in the relationship 

between the infant and his or her primary caretakers. If the infant is not properly cared for, 

it is unlikely that he or she will come to find interaction with others rewarding, or at least 

will not find it as rewarding as those who had adequate care as infants. There is, in fact, 

some evidence that depriving young children of human contact, even when they are 

adequately cared for with regard to biological needs, can result in serious behavior 

problems later in life (for a summary of this evidence, see Hendrick and Hendrick 1992: 

78-81). Obviously, the care of the child will depend primarily upon the level of self-control 

of the parent, although temperamental differences among children may also playa role. 

Direct Controls 

As the child matures, simply caring for the needs of the child will be insufficient to 

instill self-control. Put simply, the parent must correct the child's misbehaviors when they 

occur (as I am assuming that they will occur among all children in varying degrees). In 

order to effectively accomplish this task, parents must first have some investment in the 



child (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990), which mayor may not involve an emotional 

attachment to the child. 

44 

As previously mentioned, all parents will have a certain interest in preventing 

disruptive behavior among their children, if only because the behavior will directly affect 

the parents. Of course, this does not imply that there is no variation in parents' interest in 

controlling the behavior of their children, which is related to the amount of time the parent 

spends with the child, and to social variables such as whether the parent spends time with 

the child in front of a critical audience (such as his or her mother-in-law). 

In addition to some investment or interest in the child's behavior, it is necessary 

that the parents make an effort to monitor the child's behavior, can recognize deviant 

behavior when it occurs, and can effectively punish deviant behavior when it occurs 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). Obviously, if the parent does not monitor or supervise the 

child's behavior, it is impossible for the parent to recognize and punish his or her behavior 

(Hirschi 1983). As would be expected, there is ample empirical support for the notion that 

parental supervision is important in preventing delinquent behavior (McCord and McCord 

1959; Hirschi 1969). 

It is less obvious that parents may fail to recognize deviant behavior when it 

occurs, especially since a central claim of this research is that certain forms of deviance are 

universally condemned. However, Patterson (1980) reports support for this proposition in 

the finding that parents of deviant children were unlikely to punish them for stealing when 

they had not witnessed the act themselves, even though the reports had come from 

"reliable sources". Thus, parents are able simultaneollsly to believe that stealing is wrong 



and yet fail to punish their children for it, because they do not interpret their children's 

behavior as stealing. 
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Perhaps the most extensively researched variables in the study of delinquency are 

those that relate, directly and indirectly, to the parents' punishment or discipline of the 

child. Both delinquency research (Le., McCord and McCord 1959; Glueck and Glueck 

1950) and social psychological research on socialization and the learning process 

(Aronfreed 1968) support the idea that parental punishment is essential in controlling the 

deviant, delinquent, or disruptive behavior of children. In general, these studies have found 

that the speed with which punishment is administered, the consistency of punishment, and, 

in some cases, the type of punishment used influence the likelihood of future deviation 

(Walters and Parke 1967). 

Indirect Controls 

Of course, the effectiveness of punishment depends on all of these variables, but 

also may be affected significantly by variables commonly held to be "indirect" controls on 

the behavior of children. Specifically, the attachment of the child to the parent consistently 

has been found to have a significant, negative effect on the likelihood of many forms of 

deviation (Hirschi 1969; Wells and Rankin 1988). As utilized by Hirschi (1969), 

attachment inhibits delinquent behavior because the unattached individual has "less to 

lose" through deviation, because others' opinions of him or her are not important, and 

therefore the loss of others' esteem cannot be a punishing consequence of deviation. The 
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focus in Gottfredson and Hirschi's later work, however, is on the effect of early childhood 

experiences on the development of self-control, which is a stable characteristic of 

individuals once it has been established (1990). 

My perspective is closer to that of the later work, in that I see socialization in early 

childhood as the most important influence on stable internal characteristics, but I also see 

attachment as an important influence on the likelihood that parental punishment will 

actually affect behavior. More specifically, the loss of the affection or respect of one's 

significant others is important in controlling delinquency, however its importance lies 

mainly in the learning of self-control, and only secondarily in the continued maintenance of 

conforming behavior. Of course, we would expect that a strong parent-child bond would 

be stable over time, which may explain the strong relationship between attachment and 

delinquency when both are measured later in life. This also points out the potential 

difficulty in separating the effects of current social control from those of internalized 

control, which is thought to be the result of past social control. However, it is possible to 

disentangle the two effects by observing whether confomling behavior extinguishes when 

social control is weakened, and if so, how quickly this occurs. Because any learned 

behavior can be "unlearned", it is unrealistic to assume that self-control is any exception 

(Scott 1971). If, however, conformity can be maintained for some time in the absence of 

social control, and if this length of time varies according to the quality of social control in 

childhood, then the notion that internalized control is more important than current social 

control will be supported. 

This distinction is important because whether current behavior is governed more 
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by past consequences or perceived future sanctions has important implications for 

practical efforts to control crime. For example, Wilson and Herrnstein (1985) state that if 

the official punishment of criminals were faster, it could reduce crime significantly. 

Similarly, Braithwaite (1989) argues that the police can act as effective socializing agents 

when parents fail, as noted earlier. Because I focus more on the importance of early 

childhood socialization, and for other reasons mentioned previously, I predict that the 

actions of the justice system do not have much of an effect on behavior. 

Socialization and Guilt 

As mentioned previously, the presence of guilt feelings after deviation is potentially an 

important punishing consequence of deviation. While extensively utilized by psychologists 

(Le., Aronfreed 1968), the concept of guilt has been relatively neglected by sociologists 

studying deviant behavior. While I do not suggest that the tendency to feel guilt after 

transgression is a necessary condition for the development of self-control, I do maintain 

that for most people, feelings of guilt occur after deviation, especially when their deviation 

has harmed another person. Thus, this suggests that guilt feelings playa role in the 

learning of self-control. 

While much of what I am proposing here is based on the work of Gottfredson and 

Hirschi (1990), the concept of conscience or guilt feelings is not specifically utilized by 

them. In fact, they explicitly deny the value of this concept, in and of itself, as a means to 

differentiate between those who commit deviant acts anel those who do not. As stated by 
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Gottfredson and Hirschi, " .. .in the end [conscienceJ typically refers to how people feel 

about their acts rather than to the likelihood that they will or will not commit them" (1990: 

88). Further, they argue that conscience has limited ability to explain acts that are 

analogous to crime, such as accidents and employment instability. However, I would argue 

that "how people feel about their acts" has very important consequences for future 

behavior. If guilt, or an unpleasant affective state, is a consequence of deviant behavior, 

then it must be taken into consideration as one of the behavioral outcomes that may 

influence future behavior. In addition, because Gottfredson and Hirschi argue that 

self-control is a general tendency, it follows that any consequence which contributes to the 

development of self-control in one aspect of behavior (like norm violation) may contribute 

to this generalized tendency of self-control, and thereby reduce the likelihood of 

automobile accidents, for example. 

I see guilt as produced through the process of socialization, and I see the guilt that 

results from deviation as an intermediate step between complete lack of socialization and 

the development of high levels of self-control. Thus, when a child has been sufficiently 

socialized to feel guilt after deviation, or when the child has learned that certain acts are 

wrong rather than simply "something my parents do not want me to do," he or she is 

subject to a source of punishment that is not dependent upon detection. This certainty of 

punishment, which has been shown to effectively deter deviant behavior (Grasmick and 

Bursik, Jr. 1990; Grasmick and Green 1980; Silberman 1976), in combination with the 

impossibility of the deviation remaining undetected by the punishing agent (the child him 

or herself) points to the importance of guilt feelings for the development of self-control. 
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In sum, my argument is essentially that self-control is produced primarily through 

parental socialization. Given the fact that raising children is a task which itself requires 

self-control, parental self-control and the child's self-control should be strongly related. 

Parental self-control should also influence the degree to which the child is attached to the 

parent -- assuming that because parents with lower levels of self-control are not as likely 

to take good care of the child, the child will not develop strong attachments to the parents. 

Parental supervision and disciplinary practices should also be indicative of the parents' 

levels of self-control, so parental self-control should also have a direct effect on the 

likelihood that the child will internalize norms or develop guilt feelings, and thus on the 

. likelihood that the child will deviate. 

As noted previously, first it is necessary to examine the basic assumptions of this 

perspective. If we find evidence that norms do vary widely between groups, an 

investigation into the causes of conforn1ity is unlikely to be fruitful. The first step in this 

task is to examine the concept of norms itself, and this is therefore the task of Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2: The Nature of Nonns and Sanctions 

Norms and Sanctions Defined 

The concept of a norm is one of the most basic concepts in the field of sociology. 

Yet there is little agreement regarding the precise definition of norms. The following 

summary of definitions illustrates this point: 

Author Definition 

Blake and Davis (1964) "Any standard or rule that states what human beings should 
or should not think, say, or do under given circumstances." 

Sellin (1938) "A rule which prohibits ... a specific type of person, as 
defined by his status in (or with reference to) the nonnative 
group, from acting in a certain specified way in certain 
circumstances. " 
"A conduct nor.n may be seen as a rule supported by 
sanctions which reflect the value attached to the norm ... " 

Merton (1938) Institutional norms are "acceptable modes of reaching out 
for these [socially defined, legitimate 1 goals." 

Homans ([191011964: 123) "A nom1 .. .is an idea in the minds of the members of a group, 
an idea that can be put in the fom1 of a statement specifying 
what the members or other men should do, ought to do, are 
expected to do, under given circumstances." 

Durkheim ([1893]1964: 73) Crimes are acts that are "universally disapproved of by 
members of each society." 

Scott (1971) "A nom1 is a name for a pattern of sanctions." 

Demerath and Marwell (1976) " ... situation-specific standards of behavior." 



Author Definition 

Goode (1978) " ... specific sets of rules or definitions of proper behavior." 

Broom and Se1znick (1978) " ... specific guides to conduct." 

Meier (1981) " .. .idea1 conduct, obeyed either out of moral obligation or 
due to expediency, affected by contingencies." 

Elster (1990) " ... socially shared and socially enforced rules ... " 

There are five common elements in these definitions of norms. First, they relate 
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primarily to the regulation of behavior. While Blake and Davis (1964) point out that our 

thoughts may be nomlatively regulated, it is clear that nomlS are most relevant to actual 

behavior. To some extent this is a technicality, since thoughts, attitudes and other internal 

states are not observable, and thus can only be inferred from behavior, whether the 

behavior is a physical act or a verbal statement. More importantly, people generally 

assume that others act and speak in accordance with their true attitudes, so whether or not 

an individual's attitudes and intentions can be regulated nonnatively is, for practical 

purposes, a valid question. I hold that even if somebody thought that another person held 

"deviant" values or ideas, he or she would not be likely to sanction the person unless that 

person acted on those deviant ideas in some way (keeping in mind that speaking is one 

foml of acting). In other words, what people really think is not as important to others as 

what they do. 

Second, nonns contain an evaluative component. Whether or not a theorist 

specifically refers to values as influencing nonns, there are implicit references to the fact 

that some behavior is considered to be good and some is considered to be bad. In most 
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of the above definitions of norms, phrases such as "what people should do," "acts that are 

disapproved of," and "standards of behavior" clearly indicate that people want others to 

behave in certain ways, or that they like it when people behave in certain ways. In the 

definitions above that do not contain specific reference to evaluation of conduct, the terms 

"rules" or "guides to conduct" are utilized. The use of such terms in defining nom1S is 

insufficient, since we would next need to define these terms. For example, defining a norm 

as a rule does not provide any infom1Ution about when the rule applies, to whom it applies, 

or what the likely consequences would be if the rule were violated. 

Third, these definitions either implicitly or explicitly indicate that actual behavior 

may vary from that prescribed by norms. This notion is fairly widely accepted (Scott 1971: 

67; Blake and Davis 1964; Homans 1964: 124).The existence of nom1S very often is 

inferred through the observation of sanctions applied to behavior, which clearly indicates 

acceptance of this notion. The degree to which norms are followed, however, is not 

universally agreed upon. For example, Petit (1990) holds that one of the common 

elements in definitions of nom1S is that a norm must generally be conformed to, or that "lip 

service" is not sufficient to classify something as a norm. Scott, on the other hand, states 

essentially the opposite opinion, and notes the "veritable institutionalization" of behaviors 

in opposition to norms such as the familial monopoly of sex (1971: 71). For the purposes 

of defining the concept "norms," it is sufficient to state that behavior can and does vary 

from that prescribed by norms, and to leave the question of the degree of conformity as an 

open empirical question. Of course, in one sense, a nom1 is simply a statistical regularity, 

but for the purposes of this work this purely descriptive (and less interesting) meaning of 
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sleeping) which has no real sociological significance. 
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Fourth, these definitions take into account that fact that norms are situation

specific, so that an act considered unacceptable in one situation may be acceptable or even 

desirable in a different situation, or when the act is perfonned by a different person. No 

theorist would deny that there are exceptions to every social rule, such as the acceptability 

of killing in self-defense. This points out that norms are social creations -- they are not 

simple biological or reflexive reactions, but they are created, modified, and applied by 

individuals. This argument does not contlict with the idea that there are some universal 

nonns -- if humans (who share a common, rational "nature") are presented with the same 

problems, it is likely that they will develop similar means for dealing with them. 

The fifth essential element in defining nomlS is that norms are socially shared, and 

are not purely individual standards for behavior. This element is important because it 

distinguishes a noml from an individual's idiosyncratic ideas about what other people 

should do. For example, I might want my enemy to commit a crime so that he will be 

caught and punished; failing to consider the degree to which this desire is shared would 

allow it to be considered a norm. Of course, the number of people who must share a 

standard before it can be considered a nonn is debatable. In the cultural deviance tradition, 

apparently only two people are necessary, since these theories put much emphasis on 

"subcultural" norms that are different from those of the majority of society or of the 

"dominant culture". I would agree that at least two people must share a standard of 

behavior in order for it to be considered a norm, since one individual unilaterally imposing 



54 

on the behavior of others would be better described as tyranny. For the purposes of this 

work, the issue of the degree to which nQnns are shared is an empirical question, so to 

include a more stringent requirement for the minimum number of people required before a 

standard is a nonn is unnecessary and would be counterproductive. 

My definition of norms is based on these five crucial elements, and is as follows: A 

norm is a socially shared idea that certain behavior, which has occurred or could occur, is 

bad or undesirable when engaged in by certain persons under specific conditions, and 

therefore that it should not be engaged in under those specified conditions. (Of course, 

the definition can also be stated in tenns prescribing certain types of behavior as well.) The 

fact that norms are defined as "ideas" points out that nomlS need not be stated explicitly or 

verbally, because we can apply nomlS to behavior that has never occurred, or, in other 

words, that norms are highly generalizable. Nomls can be stated explicitly ("It's wrong to 

hit your sister"), but they can also be generalized to fictional or speculative situations ("If I 

had a sister, it would be wrong to hit her.") My definition of norms thereby incorporates 

what some refer to as values or moral principles, but it is not necessarily limited to moral 

issues. 

While most of this definition is noncontroversial, some theorists would take issue 

with the notion that nomlS are "ideas". For example, Scott (1971) holds that "normative 

statements" are norms only if they affect behavior, so by extension, nomlative statements 

are only nonns if they are associated with sanctions. Normative statements may 

accompany, follow, or precede sanctions, or they may specify some sanction that would 

occur if the norm is violated, but I see Scott's definitions of both nonns and of normative 
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statements as too limited. First, it is very difficult to show (outside the laboratory) that a 

statement or an idea affects, or that the behavior would be more common in a society in 

the absence of sanctions. As I will argue below, the behavioral effects of nonns and 

sanctions are not of utmost importance in defining them or explaining their existence, 

although of course nomlS may be very important in explaining behavior. Secondly and 

more importantly, behaviors which are overtly identical are, in one instance, examples of 

norm violations and, in other cases, examples of sanctions. For example, crimes of theft 

are punished with fines in many societies. In both cases, property or money is taken from a 

person who does not want to part with it. The use of the death penalty for murder is a 

similar example. Since Scott defines sanctions simply as "social reinforcers", he cannot 

adequately resolve this difficulty. How can the observer know if a "theft" is committed 

because the thief wants money or because he or she is "sanctioning" the perceived 

"victim"? 

This problem also occurs in most attempts to define social sanctions, in that it is 

quite difficult to define sanctions apart from nomlS. For instance, Radcliffe-Brown defines 

a sanction as "a reaction on the part of a society or of a considerable number of its 

members to a mode of behavior which is thereby approved ... or disapproved ... ", and 

similarly identifies a social obligation as that which will be sanctioned if it is not observed 

([1933] 1952: 2(5). Clearly, these definitions do not distinguish between a norm violation 

and a sanction, except by the number of people engaging in the behavior. It seems that 

Radcliffe-Brown is hinting at the concept of the perceived legitimacy of an action, but 

does not provide enough specificity in his definition of a sanction to distinguish between a 
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post-basketball game riot and the public execution of a murderer. 

This problem is noted by Gibbs (1966), who states that the intentions of the 

sanctioning actors must be considered in identifying social sanctions; for instance, it is 

possible that an act intended to discourage "deviant" behavior actually encourages the 

behavior. In such a case the meaning of the sanctioning behavior would be misinterpreted 

by those observing the sanctioning act and its outcome. However, Gibbs also states that 

"there is no compelling reason" for defining a sanction in temlS of the intentions of the 

sanctioning agent to the exclusion of the perception of the deviator. For Gibbs' purposes, 

there may not have been a compelling reason to do so, but when the goal is specifying a 

norm, there is very good reason to do so. Gibbs' definition of a sanction is "a reaction to 

behavior that is deviant in temlS of at least one type of noml in at least one social unit." 

Again, this definition does not distinguish a sanction from a noml violation unless we have 

knowledge of the norms of a particular society, or of the intention of the actor. Because 

Gibbs does not define a norm, we cannot make this distinction based on his analysis of 

sanctions. Thus, we still cannot distinguish between a post-basketball game riot and the 

public execution of a murderer, because to an outside observer a riot may be an attempt to 

punish a team for losing (or winning) a game. Clearly, without some knowledge of the 

intentions of the actors, a sanction is indistinguishable from a norm violation, and this is 

particularly true for infomHlI as opposed to fomHlI or legal sanctions. I would further 

argue that the perceptions of the "deviant" or the person being sanctioned are not essential 

in identifying a sanction, since we would be unable to explain the actions of a group 

sanctioning an outsider for the violation of a norm he or she did not know existed. 
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The essence of the difficulty in distinguishing noml violations from sanctions, 

especially with reference to Scott's (1971) definitions of norms and sanctions, lies in the 

definitions of reinforcers and punishers. As defined by Skinner (1974), a reinforcement is 

any stimulus that serves to increase the likelihood that a behavior will be repeated in the 

future, and a punisher is any stimulus that serves to decrease the likelihood that the 

behavior will be repeated in the future. Clearly, the simple observation of an action 

without further (and perhaps extended) observation of its consequences for the behavior 

of others cannot tell us whether an action is a reinforcer, a punisher, or neither. These 

definitions also do not allow us to meaningfully describe the possibility of "ineffective 

punishment," since if an action directed at another person has no consequences on his or 

her behavior it is, by definition, not a punishment for that person. (It may serve as an 

example for others who learn vicariously from it, but this does not contradict the general 

point I am making here.) Thus, if the imprisonment of felons does not cause their rate of 

offending to decrease once they are released, it is by definition not a punishment. The 

question that must then be addressed is why do the vast majority of people consider 

imprisonment to be a punishment? One possible answer lies in our ability to imagine 

ourselves in that situation and conclude that it would be extremely unpleasant, and thus to 

infer the perceptions of the inmate. This explanation is incomplete, however, because the 

actual perceptions of the inmate do not determine the action to be taken. Because most 

people think imprisonment is unpleasant for anybody, a convicted felon's claim that 

imprisonment is pleasant and enjoyable would most likely not be heard. 

Scott makes a similar point in noting that a stimulus is classified, in the popular 
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sense, as a reward or punishment according to the emotional effects it produces in people 

in general, not according to its effects on the behavior of the offender (1971: 59). 

However, since Scott maintains that a sanction should be defined by its effects on 

behavior, we cannot explain why, in this example, we continue to imprison offenders. 

Thus it seems that our intentions to cause the felon some discomfort are the primary 

determinant of what action is taken against him or her. By causing the person some 

discomfort, we hope to dissuade him or her from repeating the action if he or she is 

released, although there may be many other reasons for taking this action as well, such as 

the simple desire for retribution. If we limit the definition of sanctions to only those 

actions that affect the behavior of the offender, we seriously limit the usefulness of the 

concept, and more importantly, we lose an important source of infomlUtion regarding the 

norms of a particular group. 

Taking the intentions of the sanctioner into account also distinguishes a social 

sanction from a purely accidental action which causes displeasure or discomfort, even 

though unintentional acts may affect future behavior'. As stated by Justice Holmes, "even 

a dog can distinguish between being tripped over and being kicked" (Gibbs 1981: 56). To 

draw upon this example, if a dog always lies in the middle of the hallway and therefore is 

frequently tripped over, it is likely that she will find a new resting place. Similarly, 

I As Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990: 9) note, the source of sanctions (specifically 
punishments) is not important in explaining variation in rates of deviant behavior. 
However, it is important to make the distinction between physical sanctions and social 
sanctions when trying to identify the norms of a social group. In fact, the relative absence 
of immediate physical sanctions for a deviant act may be associated with the presence of 
social sanctions for the act. If something is inherently costly, such as touching a hot stove, 
it is unlikely that strong social sanctions will be necessary to control the behavior. 
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nonsocial or physical consequences of our behavior act as punishers, much like severe 

hangovers may decrease future drinking. Neither nonsocial reinforcers nor unintentional or 

accidental reinforcers generally are considered to be sanctions (Gibbs 1966; Scott 1971: 

60), or are at minimum referred to as something other than social sanctions (Bentham 

[1789] 1970). Similarly, an offense committed against us may have the effect of altering 

our future behavior, but is not normally considered to be a sanction. For example, having 

one's car stolen because the keys were inadvertently left in the ignition may cause one to 

be more careful in the future, but it is not useful to classify the theft of someone's car as a 

sanction when the underlying goal is to identify the norms (!f a social grollp. 

Finally, one might argue that the perceived legitimacy of an act directed toward 

another person distinguishes between a sanction and a nom1 violation. While I agree that 

legitimacy is important in making this distinction, especially with regard to distinguishing 

acts of the criminal justice system from vigilantism, I do not think it is adequate by itself. 

The primary reason is that the perceived legitimacy of an act itself depends, in some cases, 

upon the perceived intentions of the actor, whether the actor is an individual acting alone 

or on behalf of a group. For example, the beating of Rodney King by Los Angeles police 

officers sparked great public outrage mainly because the officers were perceived as acting 

out of hate or maliciousness rather than as trying to gain control of a violent criminal. 2 

The psychological research on the detem1inants of aggression illustrates the 

20f course, there are many variables which might intluence our perceptions of 
others' intentions, as are documented in the literature on attribution processes. However, 
differential attributions might be made even when comparing across two identical 
situations. 
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importance of the legitimacy of an act. As Gottfredson and Hirschi point out, 

psychologists mistakenly identify experimental subjects' willingness to shock confederates 

of the experimenter as a measure of aggressive tendency (1993). In many experiments, the 

subjects are instructed specifically to shock the confederates if the confederates exhibit 

certain behavior which deviates from the instructions of the experimenter. In other words, 

they are given a set of "nonns," they are given the legitimacy to punish deviation from 

those nonns, and they are provided with a legitimate "weapon" with which to punish the 

deviants. If psychologists conducting these experiments had considered legitimacy in 

distinguishing between norm violations and sanctions, it is likely that they would have 

reached the conclusion that such behavior is better characterized as sanctioning rather than 

deviation. In fact, as I'll discuss below, there is some evidence that such measures of 

"aggression" are negatively correlated with other measures of criminal behavior, which 

suggests that "laboratory aggression" is better conceptualized as sanctioning behavior 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1993). 

Legitimacy is also an important consideration because an individual may engage in 

an act that he or she sees as legitimate, and perhaps as a sanction, while most of the 

members of a society consider it to be a noml violation. Thorsten Sellin was concerned 

with this situation in his theory of culture conflict. His most famous example of how the 

conduct norms of different groups conflict was the Sicilian father living in the United 

States who killed his daughter's seducer and was surprised at his arrest, since he was 

simply defending his family's honor in the traditional Sicilian manner (1938: 68). Here, the 

father apparently saw his action as a sanction rather than as an offense, and if the 
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sanction or a norm violation, it is in fact a sanction, albeit an infonnal one. 
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This classification does not present problems for my analysis. In this instance, the 

only difference between a nonn violation and a sanction is the severity of the punishment 

and by whom it is carried out, since the killing of the boy in Sellin's example was a 

reaction to an act that would be considered delinquent (although not necessarily seriously 

delinquent) by the laws of New Jersey, where the act took place. Thus, in this example, if 

we infer the underlying nom1 regarding sexual behavior, it is essentially the same for both 

Sicilian -and U.S. societies. Sellin offers a similar example in the practice of vendetta 

among the Khablyles of Algeria, which presented legal difficulties when they came under 

French rule. Sellin uses these two cases as evidence of how a conflict in cultural norms 

leads to crime, but I argue that these examples merely point out the difficulty in 

distinguishing a sanction from a norm violation. In other words, there is a norm 

prohibiting murder in both the French and Khablylian societies, but the type of punishment 

for murder and the persons expected or allowed to administer it vary between the two. 

We see from these examples that sanctions themselves are nomlatively regulated, 

so that only certain people can sanction certain offenses with specific means. Thus, the 

conflict in norms to which Sellin refers is only a conflict between what Gibbs (1966) terms 

"reactive" nonns, rather than a conflict in nomlS that regulate an initial behavior. This 

distinction further complicates the analysis of nom1S, nonn violations, and sanctions, and 

points out the necessity of considering the intentions of an actor when classifying actions 

as nonn violations or sanctions. 
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Based on the above considerations, I define a sanction as any action taken against 

someone in reaction to a real or perceived norm violation, which is undertaken with the 

belief that the action is a legitimate attempt to punish the individual, to alter the 

individual's future behavior, or to alter the behavior of others. Note that this definition 

does not require a real change in anyone's behavior, and requires that the sanctioner 

believes the act to be legitimate, or in other words, to be acceptable in the eyes of other 

members of the society. This concept presents measurement problems similar to those of 

my proposed definition of norms, in that an internal state is central to each definition, and 

internal states are not observable. However, I propose that a reasonable means by which 

to infer an actor's perceptions of the legitimacy of his or her act would be to observe the 

extent to which the actor attempts to hide the behavior from others. If the individual 

engages in a behavior that causes some discomfort or harm to another and makes no 

attempt to conceal the behavior from others, this suggests that the individual sees his or 

her act as legitimate. Of course, this criterion is not sufficient for classifying an act as a 

sanction, but it serves as a useful starting point for that classification. 

To summarize, a nonn is defined here as a socially shared idea that certain 

behavior is bad or undesirable when engaged in by certain persons under specified 

conditions. A sanction is defined as any action taken against someone in reaction to a real 

or perceived norm violation, which is undertaken in the belief that the action is legitimate. 

The important question that must now be addressed is why human societies have norms 

and sanctions. 
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Why Do NomlS and Sanctions Exist? 

By definition, nOm1S and sanctio,1S are attempts to regulate human behavior. Thus, 

norms represent either the attempt to limit behavior to a smaller range than what is 

-possible (Scott 1971: 32) or the attempt to require people to do what they otherwise 

would not (in the case of prescriptive nOm1s.) Durkheim illustrates this social constraint by 

drawing the analogy to child rearing: 

If one views the facts as they are and indeed as they have always been, it is 
patently obvious that all education consists of a continual effort to impose upon 
the child ways of seeing, thinking and acting which he himself would not have 
arrived at spontaneously. From his earliest years we oblige him to eat, drink and 
sleep at regular hours, and to observe cleanliness, calm, and obedience; later we 
force him to learn how to be mindful of others, to respect customs and 
conventions, and to work, etc .... The pressure to which the child is subjected 
unremittingly is the same pressure of the social environment which seeks to shape 
him in its own image, and in which parents and teachers are only the 
representatives and intem1ediaries ([ 19011 1982: 53-54). 

While Malinowski criticizes Durkheim's overemphasis of the extent to which the individual 

is dominated by the group, he agrees with the notion that nomlS exert constraint on 

individuals' behavior, and refers to nomlS as "unpleasant, burdensome, cruel regulations 

and taboos" which we must be compelled to obey ([ 19261 1978: 10). Homans (1964: 122) 

and Sellin (1938: 28-29) make similar points in that they see nOITI1S as arising from 

reactions to behavior, so that an undesirable behavior must occur before a nonn which 

regulates the behavior will be created. In fact, it appears that there is literally no 

disagreement with regard to the idea that norms and sanctions represent attempts to 

constrain human behavior. 
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There is disagreement, however, with regard to the question of where norms come 

from in the first place. For example, Durkheim notes the "complete contradiction that 

exists in admitting that the individual is himself the creator of a machine whose essential 

role is to exercise domination and constraint over him" ([1901] 1982: 142). While 

Durkheim expresses his dissatisfaction with Hobbes' idea of a social contract, he does not 

provide an adequate explanation himself, and instead refers to some nebulous "special 

process of elaboration" which occurs when individuals associate with each other and 

which produces "a new form of existence" ([ 190111982: 144). The problem with 

Durkheim's analysis of Hobbes' theory is that he focuses only on the costs of constraint to 

the individual, and ignores the benefits that can be gained through a social contract. 

Durkheim also assumes that there is no reason to believe that there is anything in human 

nature which would drive us to form society or which would cause societies to "evolve". 

What he fails to recognize is that there is some element of human nature that causes us to 

try to regulate the behavior of others, which is simply the desire for self-preservation. 

While Durkheim was dissatisfied with Hobbes' social contract solution to the problem of 

social order, he also does not recognize that surrendering some freedom to a central 

authority is not necessary to explain social order in small groups. If, in fact, individuals 

have an inherent desire to protect themselves from others, or to try to make others comply 

with their wishes, it then follows that eadl person will try to exert pressure on every other 

person in order to achieve these ends. In other words, we don't "create a machine" 

designed to exert control over ourselves, we only try to exert control over the behavior of 

others, but since everyone is motivated by self-interest to control others in similar ways, 
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we end up all being constrained in similar ways. In a small group, then, where monitoring 

the behavior of others is less problematic, the emergence of norms and related sanctions is 

fairly easy to explain (Hechter 1987; Axelrod 1984). In this situation, informal rules arise 

which are then enforced through reciprocal exchange (Hechter 1987: 59). 

It is often argued that the same principles cannot apply to large groups, however. 

For example, Hechter (1987) argues that unless only two independent actors are involved 

in repeated interactions, fomml controls, defined as "rules and enforcement procedures 

that are the outcomes of conscious planning," are necessary. While I am in complete 

agreement that fomlal controls are necessary in very large groups, such as U.S. society 

taken as a whole, I believe that the distinction between fomml and informal control is 

overemphasized in much sociological theory. In other words, this distinction usually is 

conceptualized as a dichotomy rather than as two ends of a continuum. One result of this 

conception is that very often, when informal control mechanisms operate they are 

completely overlooked as control mechanisms. 

This problem is emphasized by Malinowski, who devoted most of his attention in 

his Crime and Custom ill Savage Society cr 19261 1978) to arguing against the idea that 

members of "primitive" societies follow rules "spontaneously" or with a "slavish, 

fascinated, passive obedience." In spite of Malinowski's emphasis of this point, Gibbs 

(1966) stilI states that" .. .functionalists do not emphasize fomml punitive sanctions as 

much as reciprocity and consensus as bases of social order. This is particularly true for 

Malinowski" (emphasis addecl). Although Malinowski focuses on the role of reciprocity in 

maintaining orcler, he conceptualizes the reciprocal nature of interactions among the 
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Melanesians as providing a means for individuals in that society to sanction each other, 

rather than as evidence of the power of r.orrnative consensus. For example, Malinowski 

holds that "Whenever the native can evade his obligations without the loss of prestige, or 

without the prospective loss of gain, he does so, exactly as a civilized business man [sic] 

would do" (1978: 30), and further, he explicitly states that "Each community has ... a 

weapon for the enforcement of its rights: reciprocity" (1978: 22-23). He also notes 

specific examples of people who did not fulfill some social obligations and therefore were 

cast out of the group. Clearly, Malinowski does not explain social order with reference to 

nomlative consensus alone, except to the extent that the shared desire for prestige or 

"gain" can be seen as consensual. 

Anthropologist Elizabeth Colson also overlooks the extent to which reciprocal 

relationships can afford sanctioning power to each party in the relationship. She cautions 

against the overreliance on exchange as a social control mechanism in primitive societies, 

and states that the members of these societies see their own behavior as motivated as 

much by a fear of penalties as a desire for reward (1974: 46). To illustrate the pitfalls of 

this approach, she cites an example of a woman complying with a distant relative's request 

for grain. Colson originally thought that this was an example of generalized reciprocal 

exchange, or somewhat like an insurance policy in the event of future crop failure. Later, 

however, she overheard the woman say, "How could I refuse when she asked me for 

grain? Perhaps she would do nothing, but I could not tell. The only thing to do is give." 

The woman was making reference to the possibility that refusing to give may anger a 

sorcerer, even though the recipient herself apparently was not known to be a sorcerer. 
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Here, Colson is making a sharp distinction between potential benefits of an action and the 

potential costs of not engaging in the action. It is unclear, however, that making this 

distinction is warranted. If the woman had not given grain, the cost in the exchange 

perspective would have been the future inability to collect on the favor owed her, and the 

benefit for giving would be the ability to do so. The cost in Colson's revised analysis of the 

situation is some potential harm from supernatural forces, and the benefit is freedom from 

such harm. What Colson fails to recognize, however, is that if the situation were reversed 

and the benefactor in this example were the one requesting grain, the same potential costs 

and benefits would apply. Thus, the original recipient also would fear supernatural 

sanctions for not giving grain when reqt;ested to do so, and we see that the benefit in the 

exchange theoretic analysis of the situation also applies to the sanction perspective. The 

only added element in Colson's revised analysis of the situation is that the potential costs 

of not giving are higher, and perhaps more immediate. 3 

While reciprocity usually is used to analyze the interactions of two actors of 

relatively equal status, if we extend its use to interactions between actors of different 

levels of power, the forces regulating reciprocal interactions become essentially 

indistinguishable from sanctions, including fonnal sanctions. If an individual does not 

provide the State with a particular "good", such as confornling behavior, then the State 

will deprive the individual of a "good" such as property, money, or freedom. If a child 

does not provide his or her mother with peace and quiet while she is making an important 

30f course, the situation could also be conceptualized as involving a third party, 
which would be the sorcerer or supernatural entity. In this sense, some might consider a 
supernatural sanction to be a formal sanction. 
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phone call, the mother may deprive the child of the freedom to watch television for some 

period of time. Just as with reciprocal relationships, sanctioning requires that each party 

have what another wants and the power to withhold that thing from the other, or the 

power to "give" the other what he or she does not want. Of course, it is important to take 

power into account when considering sanctioning, because the perceived legitimacy of 

sanctions, as well as the question of which actor ultimately prevails, will depend in part on 

the power of the actor. However, the similarities between sanctioning and reciprocity have 

been overlooked mainly because some goods are relatively intangible (such as confomlity) 

and because an analysis of sanctions focuses on costs while an analysis of reciprocity 

focuses on benefits, although both processes involve potential costs and benefits. 

Thus, while the distinction between fOl1nal and informal controls is important when 

considering the problems associated with monitoring the behavior of others and those 

associated with the capacity to sanction, it is not necessary to make this distinction when 

the goal is to specify the norms of a particular group and to explain their existence. For the 

purposes of this research, then, I hold that nomlS and sanctions arise in order for 

individuals to get others to do what they want them to do. Of course, only those wants 

that relate to basic self-interest or self-preservation are shared by everyone and will 

therefore become nomlS. While the mechanisms involved in control are different in large 

" groups, the genesis of norms is the same. A more "fol1nal" social contract, where the 

individual gives the power to sanction to some centralized authority, is necessary, to some 

extent, in large groups, but it is not necessary for nomlS and sanctions to arise - our 

rational self-interest is sufficient to account for that. In other words, the "war" of all 
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against all is unlikely ever to have been l: war at all. The reason is simple -- it makes more 

sense for us to benefit from the labor of others by exchanging goods and services with 

them than for us to kill all of our potential competitors (and potential spouses and friends) 

and be left alone. 

This explanation for the emergence of nom1S omits one consideration with 

important implications for the link between the individual's self-interest and social order. It 

certainly makes sense for us to sanction others who directly harm us in some way. It also 

makes sense for police and others who are paid to sanction to do so, for obvious reasons. 

What is not so clear, however, is why individuals will sanction others who have committed 

an offense that does not affect them directly. Some forms of sanctioning involve very little 

cost or effort to the sanctioning agent (Petit 1990), such as a disapproving look at a 

stranger committing some offense or a parent briefly scolding a child for some 

wrongdoing. However, others involve great effort and potential risk to the sanctioning 

agent, such as seeking revenge for a murder (Elster 1990; Hechter 1987). 

There are two answers to this question. The first is simply an extension of the self

interest argument, in that if we perceive an individual offender as dangerous based on his 

or her past offenses, we are more likely to sanction him or her in an attempt to prevent 

him or her from committing an offense against us in the future. Colson provides an 

interesting example of this line of reasoning among the Tonga, who, she argues, base 

sanctions on their judgements of the "total person" rather than the individual offense, 

which allows them to predict the individual's likely future behavior and to take action to 

prevent future offending (1974: 53). Of course, individuals are most likely to sanction for 
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high. 
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However, when individuals witness an offense committed by someone they are 

unlikely to encounter again, they still very often sanction the offender. It is much less 

likely that the sanctions in this situation will involve great effort or potential costs, or that 

they will be what Coleman (1990) refers to as "heroic" sanctions, but sanctions 

nonetheless do occur in such situations. This type of situation leads to the second reason 

that we sanction others whose actions do not directly affect us, which is the existence of 

norms themselves. It will be recalled that nomlS are defined as "ideas". In addition to 

trying to influence others' behavior directly through sanctions, we also have ideas about 

why certain actions are wrong that go beyond the mere idea that "I don't want that person 

to cause me physical harm," for example. The degree to which individuals believe these 

moral justifications for prohibiting certain actions will vary, and the means by which 

individuals acquire them and the extent to which they limit the individual's deviant 

behavior will be addressed more fully in a later chapter. The important issue at hand is that 

humans do hold these beliefs, and, as I will argue, they make it more likely that individuals 

will sanction others for deviating. 

The key to the link between nomlS and sanctioning lies in emotions. If we hold 

certain ideas about what is right or wrong, we are likely to have emotional reactions to 

behavior that is relevant to these ideas. These emotional reactions can vary widely across 

situations, both quantitatively (the intensity of the emotion) and qualitatively (what 

emotion it is). For example, the vast majority of people living in the United States would 
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experience some sort of disgust at seeing a child eat bugs, even though they may be 

nutritional and in no way harmful when eaten. It is fairly easy to imagine a complete 

stranger preventing a child from eating a bug in such a situation, or to imagine that the 

stranger WOllid tell a child that he or she shouldn't do it again if it was too late to prevent 

it. Similarly, it is likely that if the stranger witnesses the child's mother giving him or her a 

bug to eat, the stranger will at least cast a disapproving glance at the mother. The only 

logical reason for the stranger to react like this is because we are taught in our society that 

bugs are "disgusting" and therefore that it is inappropriate to eat them. I refer to a child 

eating bugs in this example precisely because it is difficult to imagine adults actually doing 

this under nom1al circumstances in our society, which is incidentally evidence that this 

particular norm is very well-learned. In any case, the stranger in this example has no 

logical reason to react this way other than that he or she can't help feeling disgust at the 

To apply a less trivial example to the role of emotions in sanctioning, imagine the 

following situation. A man witnesses a "thug" grab an older woman's purse and make off 

with it. She screams for help, even though she doesn't see anyone around her at all, 

including the witness. The man clearly d~fines the situation as a crime committed against 

an innocent victim, and he also knows that there is no one else around and that the older 

woman has not even seen him. He also knows that he can duck back into his apartment 

4It is possible that we believe that eating bugs is unsanitary or hanllful, but it is 
unlikely that evidence to the contrary would change people's opinions on eating them. It is 
also possible that we do not nom1ally eat bugs because they taste bad, but since neither the 
author nor any of her acquaintances can testify to this, the point holds. 
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without ever being seen. The question we must ask first is not what the man will actually 

do, but how he feels about the event he has just witnessed. I maintain that he will have an 

emotional reaction to it. He may become very upset by it, he may be slightly disturbed, he 

may be disgusted at the act, he may be afraid of the "thug," and if he fails to act in some 

way and opts to duck back into his apartment, he may feel guilty about it later. The next 

question to ask is, of course, what his likely course of action will be. If he is a purely 

rational and emotionless actor, he will duck back into his apartment and not feel even the 

slightest twinge of guilt. If, however, he does feel some emotion, he is much more likely to 

try to sanction the thug, or to aid in his sanctioning by calling the police. And finally, he is 

much more likely to feel some emotion if he believes the act is "wrong". 

Thus, while most theorists are concerned only with how nom1S influence the 

likelihood of individuals engaging in deviant behavior, I also see them as important 

influences on the likelihood of individuals sanctioning others. This will be most important 

in situations where individuals are not directly and materially affected by norm violations, 

and where the likelihood that they will be affected directly and materially by the individual 

offender in the future is slim. As I mentioned earlier, it is far more likely that such 

sanctions will involve little cost to the sLinctioner, or that they will be what Coleman 

(1990) refers to as incremental rather than heroic sanctions. The reason for this is that we 

can be expected to extend more effort and incur more risk when we are experiencing 

direct threats to our own self-interest, because this does not rely on any learned or 

"internalized" reaction. We have a clear stake in actions that directly threaten us, and 

emotions give us a stake in actions that do not directly threaten us, but the extent to which 
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we experience an emotional reaction to a noml violation will vary across individuals and 

situations, and, therefore, behavior will vary across such situations. 

There is some evidence that emotional or internal reactions are important 

determinants of individuals' preferred punishments of offenders. Warr, Meier, and 

Erickson (1983) found that the severity of preferred punishments for specific offenses was 

strongly dependent on the perceived severity of the offense. Importantly, the perceived 

frequency of offenses, which was negatively correlated with their perceived severity, had 

no significant effect on the severity of preferred punishments. Thus, the respondents in this 

survey preferred more sevel"e penalties for crimes for which they believed they were least 

likely to be victims. While this study did not measure the likelihood of these individuals 

actually sanctioning offenders, these results lend some support to the notion that our 

emotional reactions to offenses influence. behavior. If we believe that more severe 

penalties should be applied in a specific situation, then we will be more likely to administer 

punishment ourselves if it is not forthcoming from some other source. 

There is more direct evidence supporting the notion that those who have 

internalized norms (assuming, for the moment, that conforming to nomlS indicates 

"internalization" of them) are themselves more likely to sanction offenders. In their 

critique of psychological studies of aggression mentioned earlier, Gottfredson and Hirschi 

point out that those who report greater willingness to notify police upon witnessing 

various crimes are least likely to commit delinquent acts (1993). 5 This willingness to 

5Gottfredson and Hirschi do not dte their findings as evidence for normative 
internalization, but rather as evidence thut psychologists have mistakenly classified 
sanctioning as aggression. 
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sanction (again, using psychologists' measures of "laboratory aggression" as measures of 

sanctioning) also is positively correlated with parental supervision and the degree to which 

students like school, two variables that are consistently and negatively correlated with 

deviant behavior. It would be difficult to explain these findings without referring to some 

sort of internal or emotional reaction to crime; two of the crimes in Gottfredson and 

Hirschi's "moral outrage" scale are generally considered to be victimless crimes (underage 

drinking and selling drugs), so reporting these to the police for purely self-interested 

reasons is a much less plausible explanation. 

In sum, norms are conceptualized as ideas about what is right and wrong which 

originally arise out of self-interest. We sanction others who directly haml us, and since 

norms are ideas about right and wrong, their violation leads to emotional reactions even 

when the actions of others do not affect us directly. These emotional reactions increase the 

likelihood that we will sanction others, or in other words, they give us a stake in the 

conformity of others that would not otherwise exist. Of course, in some situations, the 

failure to sanction others, or what Coleman (1990) refers to as the second-order free rider 

problem, may itself be met with sanctiors. This situation is not as problematic to my 

theory, because sanctioning can be explained in the same manner as any other type of 

conformity. In any case, it is now neces:;ary to turn to the issue of the content of nonns. 
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The Content and Purpose of Norms 

As mentioned previously, my primary hypothesis in this research is that all societies 

will regulate the use of force and fraud, or in other words, will under most circumstances 

proscribe murder, other violent beha.viOl, theft, and destntction of property. This 

hypothesis is based on my assumption that humans are rational, self-interested, hedonistic, 

or asocial. In other words, we will try to get what we want with the least possible effort 

and, consequently, without consideration of the effects of our actions on others. The 

hypothesis is based on a second assumption as well, which is that very often, the quickest 

and easiest ways for us to further our own interests actually have negative effects on 

others. As stated by Scott (1971: 100), this assumption holds that without sanctions, 

deviance often brings greater rewards than conformity. This is essentially the position 

taken by the classical school of criminology, and that utilized by control theorists (e.g., 

Hirschi 1969; Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). As stated by Gottfredson and Hirschi, this 

assumption does not require that we are evil, or that we make efforts to cause others harm 

simply because causing others haml gives us pleasure. It also does not require that we 

prefer to take from others if what we want can be just as easily obtained without taking 

from others. This assumption merely points out, for example, that stealing something is 

easier than working to earn the money to buy it. Thus, I agree with Gottfredson and 

Hirschi's (1990) conception of crime as "easy and simple," as involving "little skill or 

planning," and as providing "immediate gratitication of desires". Some evidence for this 

conception can be found in the research on situational correlates of crime (see, for 
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example, the summary of this research in Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). 

Because I assume that everyone is motivated by self-interest, it follows that 

everyone will be trying to prevent others' self-interested actions from negatively affecting 

them. Thus, norms and sanctions arise which ultimately serve the purpose of promoting or 

maintaining social order, although there is no need to believe that they were originally 

created with such large scale goals in mind.6 By this reasoning, I avoid relying on the 

social functions of nonns to explain their existence. I also do not include any notion of 

norms as serving to promote social integration in my definition of norms; since opposing 

perspectives, such as cultural deviance theories, imply that nomlS may not in fact promote 

integration (in a society), it is important not to eliminate consideration of this possibility by 

defining it away. 

The idea that norms serve to promote social integration or to ensure the existence 

of groups is actually fairly widely accepted. It is an important issue for theories of crime 

primarily because cultural deviance theories imply that groups need not have norms 

prohibiting the use of force and fraud, and indeed that groups can and do hold norms that 

promote the use of force and fraud. It is interesting that despite the fact that norms are 

central to their explanation of "deviant" behavior, cultural deviance theories largely have 

neglected to clearly define nomlS or discuss what role they play (if any) in social 

integration. This point will be returned to later. 

~hroughout this section, I will assume that nomlS actually influence behavior, but 
the extent to which this is true will be left as an open question to be examined in detail 
later. The arguments presented here do not require a behavioral effect - the important 
issue is that members of societies believe that they have an effect on the likelihood of 
"deviant" behavior occurring. 
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By stating that norms serve to promote social integration, I am essentially agreeing 

with the contention that norms that prohibit the use of force and fraud are "functional 

prerequisites" for the existence of societies (Aberle et al. 1950). This position is that all 

societies must effectively control disruptive forms of behavior, and since scarcity of means 

by which to achieve goals, the frustration of expectations, and imperfections of 

socialization exist in all societies, all societies will have to contend with some "deviant" 

behavior. Thus, the content of norms in ell societies must be similar in some important 

respects. These nomlS are seen as "functional prerequisites" because without them, the 

very existence of society will be jeopardized by individuals' attempts to further their own 

interests at some cost to others in the group, and by extension, to the group itself. 

We find similar statements in the work of Malinowski who, as mentioned earlier, 

spent the bulk of his work on crime in Melanesia arguing against what would later become 

one of the central tenets of cultural deviance theory, which is that the individual's interests 

do not conflict with those of his or her woup, or that individuals are perfectly socialized to 

follow the rules of the group (Kornhauser 1978: 25). For example, Malinowski states that: 

The fundamental function of law is to curb certain natural propensities, to hem in 
and control human instincts and to impose a non-spontaneous, compulsory 
behavior - in other words, to ens~re a type of cooperation which is based on 
mutual concessions and sacrifices for a common end (1978: 64). 

Similarly, Radcliffe-Browne holds that sanctions "are reactions on the part of the 

community to events affecting its integration" ([1933J 1952: 210). Colson (1974) holds 

that conflict is inevitable in societies because of competition over resources, and examines 

infomml control mechanisms such as feuding which she argues result in a decrease in the 
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level of violence over what it would be without feuding. Blake and Davis (1964) agree 

that crime is an everpresent threat to society, because we all have goals, which by 

definition are things that we do not presently have; thus, we are all relatively deprived in 

some sense, and behavior will differ fror.l norms unless some effort is exerted to bring 

about conformity. Linton (1952) argues that acts that threaten a group are always seen as 

worse than acts that threaten an individual, and therefore that the most important social 

values are always those that "insure the perpetuation and successful functioning of 

society." Hoebel (1954) sees the function of law as the maintenance of social integration. 

Scott (1971) sees institutionalized norms as those that relate to the viability or efficiency 

of social organization. 

Thus, while there is some disagreement over exactly what forces operate to 

maintain social order (see, for example, Hechter 1987), the idea that social order is a 

problem worth considering is not very controversial. It only becomes controversial in the 

context of the explanations of crime set Forth in cultural deviance theories. To illustrate 

this point, it is necessary to more fully examine the logic of these theories. 
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The Conception of Nor.ns in Cultural Deviance Theories 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, Sutherland is credited with developing the first theory 

of crime to describe "deviant" or criminal behavior not as true norm violating behavior, 

but rather as behavior guided by norms that differ from those of the "dominant" culture, or 

whatever group happens to hold power and determine the laws in a particular society. 

Thus, behavior considered to be deviant by the dominant culture is simply learned through 

"differential association" with groups that hold these "deviant" nom1S. Just as the United 

States contains many different ethnic groups with their own languages, cuisines, and 

customs, cultural deviance theorists hold that the United States also contains many 

different "subcultures" with their own unique set of values. Thus, just as an American baby 

brought up in a Spanish-speaking household will learn to speak Spanish, a person who has 

had more contact with "deviant" subcultures will hold "deviant" values and therefore will 

commit· acts defined as criminal by the dominant culture. As Sutherland states, "Any 

person inevitably assimilates the surrounding culture unless other patterns are in conflict; a 

Southerner does not pronounce 'r' because other Southerners do not pronounce 'r'" 

(Sutherland and Cressey 1966: 81). 

The two central assumptions of this perspective are 1) that human nature is 

inherently good, or that we will naturally confom1 to the nOlll1S of our social group, and 2) 

that values or nom1S can vary to an unlimited degree. Thus, "there are no crimes against 

subcultures" (Kornhauser 1978: 44) because there is no nonconformity with subcultural 

norms, and because the content of the norms themselves is not limited in any way. For 
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cultural deviance theories, then, social order within subcultures is non problematic, and 

these theories cannot discuss the "problem" of social order except as it applies to conflict 

between subcultures. Paradoxical as it may seem, there is, on the one hand, complete value 

consensus and, on the other, a total lack of consensus, which creates problems for the 

theory with which cultural deviance theorists have not adequately dealt (as noted in 

Chapter 1). In any case, it is useful to analyze the conception of norms in cultural deviance 

theories in order to demonstrate some of the shortcomings of the perspective. 

I believe that the failure of cultural deviance theories to give serious consideration 

to norms and issues of social order causes logical, methodological, and empirical 

difficulties for these theories. If, as cultural deviance theories hold, we naturally conform 

to the norms of our group, then the idea that norms and related sanctions limit or constrain 

human behavior loses much of its meaning. In other words, differences in the constraining 

power of nomlS or sanctions cannot hold explanatory value, because only qualitative 

differences in norms can explain variation in behavior. Another way of looking at this 

difficulty is to ask why nomlS are necessary to get us to do what we naturally would do in 

the first place. Kornhauser characterizes cultural deviance theories as holding that we are 

"perfectly socialized," but we could just as easily characterize them as holding just the 

opposite; we are perfectly unsocialized hecause there is no need for socialization as we 

normally conceive of it - we simply "absorb" the surround-ing culture. This conception 

would appear to fit better with cultural deviance theory. Socialization is a process engaged 

in by imperfect people, which therefore is carried out imperfectly. If there is no need for 

socialization at all because of our natural prosocial tendencies, the lack of variation is 
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easier to explain. 

From a methodological perspective, if within-group norms are never violated, how 

can we tell that they constrain behavior? A common method for measuring norms (and the 

one I use in this research) is through the observation of sanctions applied to deviant 

behavior. How often do we hear of individuals punished for not engaging in· behavior 

defined as deviant by the dominant culture? Sutherland specifically states that "the process 

of learning criminal behavior .. .involves all of the mechanisms that are involved in any other 

learning," (Sutherland and Cressey 1966: 82) but does not offer any evidence that 

punishment for conforming to the norms of the dominant culture is ever administered. In 

fact, Sutherland doesn't even include in his definition of punishment any acts which are 

"inflicted" on someone who is not a member of the punisher's group (1966: 3(8). This 

might explain why criminals who are caught and punished by members of the "dominant" 

culture often recidivate, since, by definition, if the authorities are not members of the 

subculture, they cannot punish any member of the subculture. This is hardly a satisfactory 

response, for obvious reasons. 

This consideration leads to one of the empirical difficulties of cultural deviance 

theory. If those engaging in behavior deemed "deviant" by the dominant culture know that 

it is seen as deviant, and if they know that they therefore will be punished if they are 

caught, why do they still do it? Cultural deviance theories do not claim that criminals are 

unaware of the laws of the dominant culture, and presumably the vast majority of 

offenders realize that legal punishment may result if their crimes are detected. Given this, 

and considering the lack of empirical evidence for the punishment of failure to confornl to 
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subcultural nornlS or values. 
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Because cultural deviance theories are not concerned primarily with social order or 

the emergence of nomlS, they also do not adequately explain how "deviant" norms arise in 

the first place. For example, while Sellin was largely concerned with normative conflict 

that arises when two different cultures come into contact with each other, as may occur in 

the case of immigration to the United States, he has difficulty explaining how culture 

conflict arises solely within one society. The root of this problem for Sellin and other 

cultural deviance theorists is the failure t;:> analytically separate social structure from 

culture, so that for them only differences in culture can explain variation in behavior 

(Kornhauser 1978). 

Sellin, for example, seems to point more toward social disorganization than culture 

conflict as a cause of deviance in large, modern societies such as the United States, 

although he uses the language of cultural deviance theories. Sellin describes modern 

society as characterized by "a multitude of social groups [with I competitive interests, 

poorly defined interpersonal relationships, social anonymity, a confusion of nomlS and vast 

extension of impersonal control agencies to enforce rules which lack the moral force 

which rules receive only when they grow out of emotionally felt community needs" (1938: 

59-60). Here, Sellin seems to indicate that modern society is characterized as much by 

social disorganization (groups with competing interests, anonymity, problems with social 

control) as by culture conflict. Later, Sellin refers to western ClIltllre as disorganized 

(1938: 60), and to the "disorganizing influences of our city mores" which, incidentally, can 
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be resisted if primary group controls remain strong (1938: 85). 

As evidence of our "disorganized culture," Sellin cites the psychiatrist Kindwall's 

analysis of the conflicting norms within modem societies. For example, we must be 

competitive and work to acquire property, but at the same time we must be altruistic and 

generous, and we must "inhibit our natural tendencies" to get what we want through 

"direct action" (1938: 60). It is interesting that Sellin believes that small, homogeneous 

societies can possess great normative consensus, but does not recognize that any society, 

regardless of its size, will appear to have "conflicting nonllS" such as those simultaneously 

prescribing the acquisition of property and altruistic behavior. Of course, the extent to 

which human societies have norms prescribing the acquisition of property is debatable, 

since in my conception the desire to acquire property is innate. This is apparently true of 

Kindwall as well, since he holds that we must "inhibit our natural tendencies" to get what 

we want "directly," a point which Sellin overlooks. Further, one could make the argument 

that a society has conflicting norms because we simultaneously proscribe murder and 

require protection of our children from bodily harm by any means necessary, including 

killing a child's attacker if it is necessary to protect the child. Clearly, then, stich norms 

only appear to be in conflict because we have not taken specific circumstances into 

account. We must work to acquire property only because norms of altruism dictate that 

only certain people under certain circumstances deserve our help, and if we did not work 

due to sheer laziness, we would not be seen as deserving the help of others. 

There are many other examples of a social disorganization explanation for norm 

violation in Sellin's work. For example, !le notes Speck's finding that as the degree of 
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contact between white traders and the Montagnais increased, the Montagnais' "reputation 

has fallen lower among the traders" because they became less honest, trustworthy, and 

their rates of alcoholism and sexual promiscuity increased (1938: 64). Sellin offers this as 

evidence that a conflict of norms between the two cultures caused the increased deviance 

among the Montagnais. What Sellin fails to recognize is that contact with Western cultural 

norms could not have caused this change in behavior among the Montagnais, since the 

white traders looked down on this type of behavior as well. It is much more plausible that 

this change in behavior was caused by an increase in opportunity or a decrease in the level 

of group control among the Montagnais. 

Similarly, in explaining the higher rates of criminality among second generation 

immigrants to the United States (as compared to first generation immigrants), Sellin 

repeatedly makes reference to the role of weakened primary group controls. He cites 

evidence that Japanese youth offenders appear to be "maladjusted" to both their own 

cultural group as well as to U.S. culture (1938: 90), that these youths "do not have any 

well-defined behavior patterns to follow", and that some of them "behave in ways that are 

contrary to all socially prescribed modes of conduct" (1938: 87). At the same time, Sellin 

speaks of the Japanese "lowerlingl recorded crime rates artificially" by cautioning their 

children to avoid doing anything which might cause Americans to look down on Japanese 

immigrants. Thus, by exercising infom1al social control, which presumably families of all 

racial or ethnic groups do, the Japanese "artificially" lower their crime rates. Somehow, in 

this context, the conflict of cultural norms (which can only be detected through the 

observation of behavior) is "real," but informal group control (which can be measured 
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apart from its effects on behavior) is "artificial". 

Sellin also speaks of conflicting norms arising solely within U.S. society (without 

contact with different cultures) because .)f the "enormous natural resources of the U.S. 

and the enterprising character of the early colonists ... " (1938: 62). Unfortunately, Sellin 

does not elaborate on the question of why natural resources and "enterprising" character 

would produce culture conflict. His other general approach to explaining the origins of 

normative conflict within U.S. society draws heavily on Sutherland's thoughts on this 

issue. Sutherland sees this conflict as arising from "economic and political individualism," 

which in turn was caused by the American Revolution as well as the industrial revolution. 

He believed that this individualistic ideology was of great use in bringing abollt social 

change, but that it outlasted its period of usefulness. The following statement from 

Sutherland illustrates that he was not consistent in his beliefs about the extent of our 

subjugation to group interests. 

But individualism is not a positive principle of social organization, and when the 
revolutions were ended, the usefulness of the negative principle was ended. Since 
that time, the ideology of individualism has encouraged the individual to disregard 
social welfare in the interest of his seItlsh satisfactions. Under such conditions of 
normative conflict the significance of laws becomes relative: some are obeyed and 
others are not, depending on whether one "believes in" them. Public welfare need 
not be considered, for it will be best realized if each person works for his own 
selfish interest (Sutherland and Cressey 1966: 105). 

Again, Sutherland equates the lack of group control over the individual with a conflict in 

norms. An individual pursuing his or her selfish interests is explained with an ideology that 

encourages it, as if the possibility that our nature leads us to act in our own interests is too 

implausible to even consider. Further, in this passage normative conflict is used to explain 
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lack of belief in the laws, but it is not clear how nom1ative conflict can exist prior to a loss 

of belief in the law. It seems here that Sutherland himself was unsure exactly what 

"normative conflict" meant. For example, if we substitute the tem1S structural 

differentiation and loss of social control for normative conflict in the above statement, the 
" 

statement is logically sound, but at the same time it becomes a pure social disorganization 

explanation. 

In sum, then, we see that it is very difficult to explain the origins of "deviant" 

subcultures without making reference to structural variables. However, because cultural 

deviance theorists do not separate structure from culture, they are unable to devise a 

logically consistent explanation for the emergence of "deviant" nom1S. Further, because 

these theories do not acknowledge the possibility that humans by nature act in their own 

interests, they cannot develop a reasonable explanation for the emergence of any type of 

norms. 

Cultural Relativism and Cultural Universals 

In spite of the logical difficulties in cultural deviance theory, it is still an influential 

branch of criminological theory, much as the general perspective of cultural relativism is 

influential in sociology and anthropology. This may be due in part to a fear that these 

disciplines would lose legitimacy if they cannot claim that the effects of culture are 

omnipotent, or if they cannot simultaneously claim that human behavior is influenced only 

by culture and that culture can vary without limit. The reluctance to back off these twin 



87 

assumptions is evidenced by anthropologists' reactions to evidence that Margaret Mead's 

groundbreaking conclusions about Samoan adolescence were largely false. 

Mead's major conclusion about Samoan adolescence was that it is essentially free 

of "stress and strain," which demonstratc.d the complete power of culture in determining 

human behavior. In 1983, anthropologis! Derek Freeman published a book, based on his 

six years of fieldwork in Samoa, which provided compelling evidence that nearly all of 

Mead's conclusions were false (Brown 1991). First, Mead did not have much background 

information on Samoa, did not bother to learn the language before she went to Samoa, 

and she did not undertake a careful study of Samoan culture before she began collecting 

information on the nature of adolescence. If she had, she might have discovered that one 

common way for Samoans to amuse themselves was through what O'Meara terms 

"recreational lying" (Brown 1991: 19). She also chose not to live with a Samoan family, 

thereby preventing her from comparing infon1lants' reports with observations of behavior 

in the home. Freeman provides evidence that not only was adolescence not stress free for 

Samoans, but the rate of delinquency among Samoan girls (four of twenty-five according 

to Mead's own data) was quite high compared to other cultures (Brown 1991: 17). 

Further, Freeman, the Samoans themsel"es, and other anthropologists who have studied 

Samoa conclude that Samoans do not have a casual attitude toward sex, which Mead 

thought was a primary reason for the stress-free adolescent period among Samoan girls 

(Brown 1991: 17). 

Shortly after Freeman's book was published, the Northeastern Anthropological 

Association and the American Anthropological Association both voted to express publicly 
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their disapproval of Freeman's book, the former through criticism of the book's publisher 

and the latter through criticism of a magazine's recommendation of the book (Brown 

1991: 19). Clearly, this public outcry on the part of anthropologists is an indication that 

they found Freeman's conclusions threatening. Their reaction would also seem to indicate 

that they believed at least some of what Freeman concluded; it is unlikely that conclusions 

based on shoddy research which could easily be disproved would have caused such a 

remarkable reaction. 

The notion that there are some aspects of human behavior that are universal seems 

to be particularly threatening to sociology and anthropology, but this need not be the case. 

Certainly there is widespread acceptance of the existence of "universals of classification" 

or "fOlmal" universals, which would include phenomena such as the existence of family or 

kinship ties in all known societies (Brown 1991). However, claims of the existence of 

"universals of content" or "substantive" universals are much more controversial, in that 

they are much more specific, and, I wouid argue, much more powerful in terms of what 

they can tell us about human nature. Thus, the claim that all cultures have norms is 

generally accepted, but the claim that all cultures have at least some of the same nomlS is 

not. 

This lack of acceptance of universals has, I believe, several causes. First, similarity 

may be inherently less interesting than variation, and, therefore, may be more likely to be 

overlooked or taken for granted. Seconc, social scientists are taught that without 

variation, there is nothing to explain. Studying the characteristics of incarcerated criminals 

without making comparisons to a control group cannot tell us why these people have been 
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incarcerated. 

This legitimate scientific concern can have unintended negative consequences, 

however. By focusing on group differences, we may overemphasize differences and lose 

sight of important similarities. This fact was pointed out, for example, by Maccoby and 

Jacklin's well-known meta analysis of research on sex differences in behavior (1974). They 

found that in all of the research on sex differences in aggression, the similarities in levels of 

aggression between males and females a,·e much more remarkable than the differences, 

even though most researchers do not in fact remark on them. A similar problem can be 

found in research on criminal behavior that categorizes people as "offenders" or 

"nonoffenders," without recognizing that offenders, like nonoffenders, conform most of 

the time. The failure to recognize this point leads to an overemphasis on individual 

differences between offenders and nonoffenders and to the neglect of the causal role of 

situational opportunities for crime. 

Finally, the rejection of the notio~l of cultural universals may have been necessary 

for sociology and anthropology to draw a fiOll line between the interests of their 

disciplines and those of psychology and especially biology. Since sociology and 

anthropology are relative young sciences, they have needed to "claim" some unique aspect 

of human behavior that could not be subsumed under some other discipline. Pure cultural 

relativism and cultural detemlinism are unfortunate outcomes of this necessity. They are, 

however, certainly no longer necessary in justifying the existence of sociology, if they ever 

truly were. No one would claim that biology is a useless science because chemistry 

provides greater knowledge about more basic elements of the human body. Similarly, the 
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development does not obviate the need for sociology and anthropology. 
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The study of universals is important for sociology for at least two reasons. First, if 

we are to achieve a complete understanding of social organization and social order, we 

must have a clear idea of the similarities in social organization between all existing 

societies. Variation across societies can certainly tell us something about what factors are 

associated with more or less successfully functioning societies. But unless we understand 

what the minimum requirements for a society are, we are sure to miss important sources 

of infomlation. We must not fall victim to the assumption "that because differences must 

in some way be involved in explaining d;fferences, similarities are therefore irrelevant to 

explaining them -- as though fluid mechanics were irrelevant in explaining streambeds, 

because streambeds manifestly differ from each other" (Brown 1991: 147-8). 

Second, I believe that we can make inferences about human nature based on 

identifying human universals. If we find that all societies do in fact regulate the use of 

force and fraud, it would be difficult to explain with anything other than a functional 

explanation, or that we regulate these acts because we have to. In other words, it is in our 

nature to engage in acts of force and fraud in order to satisfy our wants, and at the same 

time, it is in our nature to try to prevent others from victimizing us. 

In order to defend the claim that a functional explanation of universal nonns is the 

most plausible, it is useful to consider some alternatives. One alternative explanation 

revolves around the incest taboo. By my logic, if incest is universally proscribed, then it 

must be that we are naturally inclined (or at least not disinclined) to commit it, and it must 
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be that incest represents some threat to social life. Westermarck, however, held that 

brother-sister incest is rare because we tend to lack erotic attraction to those with whom 

we were raised, somewhat like a "negative imprinting" process (Brown 1991: Chapter 5). 

Thus Westermarck believed that incest was tabooed "for the same reason bestiality and 

parricide are tabooed: not because we hC've a general tendency to commit them but 

because some individuals go awry in ways that shock general sentiments. The rules are for 

them" (Brown 1991: 119). This type of explanation can be viewed as an "us versus them" 

explanation, which pits "us," or the "normals," against "them," the "deviants." 

In spite of the fact that Westermarck and others have gathered much supportive 

evidence for his general hypothesis, this explanation for the prohibitions of some forms of 

incest is sorely lacking. First, it assumes that any act which deviates from the statistically 

normative will be proscribed, but we know that many "deviant" acts, such as extreme 

generosity, are not proscribed but rather tend to be rewarded. Similarly, the mere fact that 

most people can't understand why anyone would want to commit incest is not sufficient to . 

explain why we sanction it. Secondly, this explanation obviously cannot explain why 

"some individuals go awry" but most do not. 

There are, however, social structural reasons which can help explain this fact. 

There is some evidence for what Brown refers to as negative imprinting among siblings as 

well as between parents and children. One supportive piece of evidence Brown cites is that 

father-daughter incest is more common when the father has not played an active role in 

raising the daughter for the first three ye;lfS of her life, and similarly elevated rates of 

incest are found among stepfathers and (heir stepdaughters (1991: 125). Brown also 



92 

claims that male attraction to young but oostpubescent girls is a cultural universal (106). If 

negative imprinting is a biological or evolutionary adaptation which serves to ensure the 

fitness of offspring, this adaptation has at least two major flaws. First, it does not allow us 

to recognize close relatives whom we may never have seen. Thus, we avoid mating with 

unrelated individuals with whom we have been raised, and we are likely to mate with close 

relatives with whom we have not been raised. Second, the presence of human fathers is 

not physically necessary to ensure the survival of offspring, which increases the likelihood 

that they will have less contact with thei: daughters. This in turn increases the chance that 

a father will become sexually attracted to his daughter, especially given the "universal" 

nature of male attraction to young girls. Thus, we can accept Westermarck's biological 

explanation for incest avoidance but at the same time explain the social prohibition of 

incest with reference to other facets of human nature which may also have roots in 

biology, in combination with reference to social influences such as the acceptability of 

limited fathering. There is therefore no need to make the counterintuitive claim that incest 

is prohibited because most people tend t'J avoid it, because there are certain social 

situations in which people do not seem to avoid it. 

Another alternative to the position that we have norms because they are necessary 

to control our natural tendencies is found in Marxist, radical, or critical perspectives on 

crime. These perspectives argue that certain behaviors are defined as criminal by those in 

power in a society in order to further their own interests at the expense of the interests of 

the working class (see, for example, Quinney and Wildeman 1977). Thus, these theories 

might hold that a cross-cultural compari;on of norms or laws would reveal great 
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uniformity, but only because those in power in all societies have similar interests in relation 

to the proletariat or the powerless in the~e societies. Clearly, this explanation for the 

existence of norms cannot account for acts defined as criminal in societies with little 

stratification or societies in which no definite class exploits the labor of another class. It 

also cannot account for the fact that most crimes within U~~"ociety are committed within "'. class and racial/ethnic groups. Thus, while Marxist criminologists see i:0rmS and laws as 

being functional for the bourgeoisie, they would certainly not agree with the claim that 

they are functional for entire societies. If, in fact, we find universal norms, Marxist theory 

would have a difficult time explaining their existence. 

In sum, then, I argue that the existence of universal nonns supports the claim that 

some norms are essential for the existence of societies. I do not claim that they are created 

with societal goals in mind, since we would not expect a rational self-interested actor to 

engage in behavior (like sanctioning or placing constraints on his or her own behavior) 

which does not benefit him or her in some relatively direct way. Rather, I claim that norms 

are created in order to further individuals' self-interest, keeping in mind that the process of 

socialization often changes our preferences. If an individual has been adequately 

socialized, he or she will undoubtedly develop emotional ties to others, and their fate will 

be of interest to the individual. While I recognize that an individual's interest may be 

closely tied to the interests of others, and that we have the potential to be "social," I can 

still argue that it is in our nature to try to get what we want with the least effort possible. 

Since rational actors will realize that it is also in the interest of others to engage in acts of 
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force or fraud, they can also see the benefits of preventing others from acting in this way. 

In a sense, then, norms can be seen as the intellectual justification for sanctions. 
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Chapter 3: A Cross-Cultural Analysis Of Norms and Sanctions 

Claims of Universality 

This section is not entitled "research on universality" simply because there has not 

been any systematic attempt among sociologists or anthropologists to test the notion that 

norms against the use of force and fraud are universal. There have, however, been many 

claims regarding universality of certain elements of societies and cultures. Speculation 

about universals includes both universally occurring "deviant" behaviors and universal 

attempts to regulate these behaviors. The use of force has received the most attention as a 

universally occurring deviant behavior. For example, it has been claimed that aggression is 

a universal response to frustration (Mur~ock 1945; Whiting and Child 1953) or simply 

that aggression or violence occur in all societies, whether the reference is to the behavior 

of children "biting and kicking at will" (Whiting and Child 1953), to adults "fighting" 

(Triandis 1978), to the use of "naked force" (Hoebel 1954), or simply to the use of force 

or "outbursts of violence" (Aberle et al. 1950). Some theorists imply that aggression is 

universal, but do not state it directly. For example, Brown's list of universals includes 

sexual jealousy, conflict, envy, inequality, and the fact that men are more aggressive than 

women in all societies (1991: Chapter 6). Thus, while Brown doesn't directly say that 

aggressive behavior is a universal, he certainly implies that some possible causes for 

aggression exist in all societies, and at least that men are more likely to be aggressive than 

women. 
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Sociologists and anthropologists are often similarly indirect when considering the 

universality of property crimes. Aberle and his associates (1950) directly state that the use 

of "fraud" occurs in all societies, but most simply mention that all societies have some 

notion of the right to private property in at least some goods (Brown 1991; Hoebel 1954; 

Linton 1952; Murdock 1945). Similar evidence can be found in the assertion that all 

known languages have the possessive, which is used in reference to both "inalienable" 

possessions such as one's body parts as well as "alienable" possessions such as tools 

(Brown 1991: 132). While ownership of property doesn't necessarily imply that theft of 

property is a threat in all societies, it at kast establishes the possibility that it can occur. 

Somewhat more direct evidence can be found in analyses of sanctions for various 

"deviant" acts, or in analyses of legal codes themselves. For example, Hoebel (1954) 

directly states that homicide is legally prohibited in all societies, Brown (1991) claims that 

violence, rape, and murder (unjustified killing) are universally proscribed, Linton (1952) 

believes that murder, rape, and theft are always regarded as crimes, and Lemert (1972) 

agrees that "practically" all societies dishpprove of murder, rape, theft, lying, cheating, and 

so on. Further, many theorists simply note that all societies have sanctions, without being 

specific about the justification for those sanctions (Brown 1991; Hoebel 1954; Murdock 

1945; Radcliffe-Brown 119331 1952). 

This review of claims of cultural universals is by no means exhaustive, but is 

representative of the literature on universal norms (for a more complete review of the 

literature, see Brown's (1991) biblio/:,rraphy, which is annotated). Since none of the existing 

claims of universality are based on systematic analysis of a large number of cultures, a 
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more complete review would not be especially enlightening. 

The body of literature dealing with perceptions of the seriousness of different 

crimes, while not sufficiently broad to demonstrate universality of norms, is also relevant 

to the issue. Specifically, studies which ask respondents to rank-order different crimes in 

terms of their seriousness have consistently shown that perceptions of the relative 

"seriousness" of different behaviors do n::>t vary significantly across cultures, nor by race, 

ethnicity, gender, and social class (Sellin and Wolfgang 1964; Newman 1976; Rossi et al. 

1974). 

Unfortunately, however, these results fail to convince proponents of cultural 

relativism of the limitations of their perspective. For example, Hagan argues that this 

widespread agreement on crime seriousness does not warrant the abandonment of the 

conflict perspective, but rather requires that we categorize crimes as either "consensus 

crimes" or "conflict crimes" (1994: 16). This implies that a complete and general 

explanation of all crime is not possible, ~ince distinct phenomena require distinct 

explanations (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 42-43). At the same time, however, Hagan's 

explanation for crime is intended to be c')mplete and general, and focuses on a single set 

of (mainly economic) causes for all types of crime, including "consensus crimes" such as 

homicide. Evidently, some conflict theorists are sufficiently convinced by crime 

seriousness studies to pay them "lip service," but not sufficiently convinced to reconsider 

the validity of their basic assumptions. 
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Demonstrating Universality 

The claim that the use of force ar:d fraud is universally proscribed can probably 

never be empirically determined, if we assume that it requires analysis of every society that 

exists and every society which has ever existed. Certainly, the latter analysis cannot be 

conducted since extinct societies cannot be sufficiently studied, and as Brown notes, there 

are too many flaws in existing ethnographies to be completely confident of their validity 

(1991: 51). Another problem with the reliance on ethnography, which doesn't necessarily 

-reflect inadequacies of any ethnographer's analysis, is that a phenomenon may be absent in 

a particular society at a particular point in time simply because it is relatively rare. To 

draw on Brown's example of such a problem, if we assume that the rate of murder in all 

societies is a constant, even at a fairly high rate such as 10 murders per 100,000 people 

per year, a small society might go sever(11 generations without a murder. It is therefore 

theoretically possible that members of such a society may claim that murder does not 

occur, and they may not be aware of any possible sanctions for murder (Brown 1991: 43). 

It is unlikely, however, that any society could be completely free of force and fraud 

for a sufficient period of time so that no members of the group had any recollection of 

such acts being committed, nor any knowledge of reactions to such behavior. For this 

reason, I maintain in this research that no known society will be shown to be completely 

free of such behavior or of attempts at such behavior. (For my purposes an unsuccessful 

attempt at theft or violence is theoretically equivalent to a successful one.) More 

importantly, I am making the broad claim that not only will such behavior present a threat, 
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but that it will be disapproved of and sanctioned, barring sufficient mitigating 

circumstances. Of course, the failure of a group to sanction every incident of theft or 

violence will not be seen as sufficient evidence that the group approves of the behavior or 

allows it to occur. We cannot expect individuals' behavior to ever be that consistent, and 

ample examples of the failure to punish criminal or deviant acts can probably be found in 

every society, including our own. 

Data and Methods 

The ethnographic data for this study are drawn from the Human Relations Area 

Files (HRAF), which is a collection of ethnographies of over 400 societies originally 

compiled by anthropologist George P. Murdock. For most societies, more than one 

ethnography is included (conducted by different ethnographers usually at different points 

in time.) The cultures included in the HRAF are organized by geographical areas, which 

include Asia, Europe, Africa, Middle East, North America, Oceania, Russia, and South 

America. In order to ensure adequate representation of all geographic areas, between 10 

and 14 cultures (depending on the total number of cultures in each geographical area) 

were randomly selected for analysis from each area, after those cultures with fewer than 

three different ethnographic analyses were eliminated from the pool of cultures. Those 

cultures with fewer than three ethnographies were eliminated because one of the important 

considerations in this research was to ensure the reliability of the data. Given the nature of 

ethnographic data and the problems inherent in conducting ethnographic research, it is 
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important that an individual ethnographer's findings be confirmed by other researchers 

(Mead's data and conclusions, mentioned in Chapter 2, are a case in point.) Of the 323 

cultures which were available at the time of data collection, only 30 were eliminated due 

to an insufficient number of ethnographies, which were fairly evenly distributed 

throughout the eight geographical areas. 100 cultures were then selected from this final 

pool of 293 cultures. 

This research might be criticized on the grounds that only 100 societies are 

analyzed. Certainly, this is a weakness in light of the claims of universality I am making. 

However, this weakness is not a fatal flaw, for two reasons. First, the analysis of 

ethnographic data was geared toward disproving the hypothesis. More specifically, I 

searched for evidence that some societies either allow the use of force and fraud as a 

general rule, or that its use is encouraged. Given the diverse sample of societies analyzed, 

it is likely that falsifying evidence would have turned up, especially if a significant 

proportion of societies do not in fact have such norms. Secondly, as mentioned previously, 

true universality can never be proved due to our inability to study societies which no 

longer exist. (Of course, the inadequacy of social control mechanisms may contribute to a 

society's demise, which would certainly do nothing to disprove my hypothesis.) 

In addition to organization by culture, the ethnographies are coded and classified 

into hundreds of substantive areas. For tl,is study, data included in the categories 

"sanctions," "offenses against life," "offenses against the person," "property offenses," and 

"abortion and infanticide" were analyzed (for a complete description of these and other 

coding categories in the HRAF, see Murdock's Olltlille (?l Cuill/ral Marerillls, 1961). 
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Multiple categories (the first four mentioned) were analyzed to avoid potential problems 

with coding errors, such as the coder omitting infomlation that should have been included 

in a specific category, and to increase the likelihood that disconfirming information would 

be discovered. To be more specific, it is TJossible (but unlikely) that if a particular society 

condoned murder, it would not be included in the category "offenses against life" because 

in that society it was not considered an "';}ffense". In this case, an analysis of the 

"sanctions" category might provide infonnation about failure to sanction, or about 

sanctioning occurring when one failed to commit murder. An example of an apparent 

mistake in coding is in Firth's (1959) description of the Tikopia. He mentioned that 

abortion and infanticide were not considered to be the same as murder. This information 

was included in the category "offenses against life," but was not included in the category 

"abortion and infanticide". (In this case, I recorded the information as relating to 

infanticide rather than murder, to avoid J'edundancy in the data.) It is impOltant to 

mention, however, that such "mistakes" were very rare, and in most cases the coding 

tended to "overlap" so that a description of an offense and a sanction was coded in the 

HRAF as relevant to both categories. The fifth category mentioned above, "abortion and 

infanticide," was included in the analysis primarily because infanticide is an example of a 

behavior reputed to occur in many societies that would apparently disconfinn my 

hypothesis. 

The process of recording relevar:t data was as follows. For each selected culture, I 

read all of the information coded in all of the categories mentioned above, specifically 

looking for any mention of an act of force or frauci, or of a sanction for such an act. Acts 
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of "force" encountered in the data were murder by any means (including "poisoning" or 

"sorcery"), manslaughter (accidental killing), assault (a physical attack on another person), 

and those cases in which the ethnographer mentioned one person "poisoning" another 

without specifically stating whether the poisoning resulted in death or injury. Very often, 

the ethnographer used the terms "murder" or "manslaughter" without specifically defining 

them. In such cases, it was necessary to simply assume that he or she meant intentional 

and unjustified killing in the fomler case and unintentional killing in the latter since no 

other reasonable interpretation could be made. Acts of "fraud" included in the analysis 

included theft (the unjustified taking of another's property, including irrigation water and 

crops in the field), trespassing (a term that was usually used in relation to hunting 

territories), poaching (hunting in another's territory without pemlission), destruction of 

another's property, and arson. Similar pr')blems occurred in interpreting the term "theft," 

which was commonly used by the ethnographers without definition.! 

In analyzing these ethnographies, I was looking for reports of offenses that were 

not punished. If any infommtion seemed to cast doubt on my hypothesis, it was fully 

recorded. With regard to evidence that supported my hypothesis, I recorded only specific 

reports of sanctions for specific offense~. In other words, an ethnographer's statement that 

a particular act was "illegal," "prohibited," "condemned," and so on was not taken as 

!This omission might actually be interpreted as support for my hypothesis. The fact that 
the ethnographers did not define these terms may be taken as evidence that they felt the 
definitions of them were obvious, so that there was no need to define them. Brown makes 
a similar point in noting that it would be almost impossible to do ethnographic research if 
the differences between people were as great as the cultural relativists would have us 
believe (1991: 2-5). 
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sufficient evidence that there were in fact norms against the act. There are two main 

reasons for this procedure. First, we know that people don't always act in accordance with 

their verbal reports of their attitudes and beliefs, nor in accordance with written law (if any 

exists). Second, I believe that the ethnographer's reports of concrete events and their 

consequences are more valid than the ethnographer's general perceptions of a normative or 

legal system, even if these events were based on infommnts' reports rather than directly 

witnessed by the ethnographer. Suppose, for example, that an extraterrestrial landed in the 

United States and asked about our transportation practices. It is entirely possible that an 

informant would tell the alien that "the speed limit on highways is either 55 or 65 miles per 

hour" without providing any further elaboration. The alien might leave with the impression 

that speed was "limited" by the road itself, the vehicles on the roads, or some other 

erroneous information. If, however, the informant told the alien that he or she "got a ticket 

for going 60 in a 55 mile per hour zone," the alien would not only have information that 

violating this law is sanctioned, but would probably also be prompted by the informant's 

likely reaction to ask more questions. This would be true especially if the informant 

seemed surprised, angry, or in some other way indicated that he or she didn't feel that the 

penalty was justified. 

In the event that an ethnographer mentioned only an offense or only a sanction 

without reference to the specific offense, the infommtion was not recorded. For example, 

in many cases an ethnographer would state that "offenders" or "criminals" were "punished 

severely," and since the nature of the "offense" was not mentioned, it could not be 

included as either confimling or disconfirming evidence. For some of the cultures included 
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in the sample, such vague statements were the only sources of information included in the 

relevant categories, and in these cases data for the specific category were simply recorded 

as "missing." In other cases, a culture contained no information at all in any of the selected 

categories, in which case the data were also recorded as missing. Thirteen of the cultures 

contained no relevant data, which resulted in a final N of 87 cultures. The "missing" 

cultures were fairly evenly distributed over the eight geographical areas, and thus did not 

seem to systematically bias the sample.2 

In sum, then, my criteria for accepting data that supported my hypothesis were 

more stringent than-the criterion for acce-pting disconfirming data. Only references to 

concrete sanctions for specific behaviors were included as evidence supportive of my 

hypothesis, while any reference at all thht acts of force or fraud were approved or allowed 

was recorded as disconfim1ing evidence. It was not possible to utilize the same standards 

for evidence regarding infanticide, however, as there were virtually no references to 

sanctions for infanticide. Instead, I unde.took a general analysis of the conditions under 

which infanticide occurred in order to asses the similarities and differences between 

infanticide and the killing of adults. 

2The numbers missing in each area are as follows: Asia-2, Europe-3, Africa-I, Middle 
East-2, North America-O, Oceania-2, Rt,ssia-2, South America-2. 
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Results 

A summary of results supporting the notion that force and fraud are sanctioned in 

all societies appears in Table 3.1. Since one of the main goals in collecting this information 

was to ensure reliability of the data, I have simply listed each culture name and indicated 

the number of independent sources which reported sanctions for each type of offense. For 

each culture, the number of instances in which an act of force or fraud apparently was not 

sanctioned, or in which an ethnographer mentioned that an act of force or fraud was not 

normatively condemned (whether or not it was punished), is listed in parentheses in the 

appropriate column. In some cases, where there were "exceptions"3, one ethnographer 

mentioned more than one situation under which a sanction or nomlative condemnation did 

not occur. If the number of exceptions listed is not the same as the number of sources, I 

have listed the number of sources following the number of exceptions. 

An example of my coding procedure may provide some clarification. There was 

only one ethnography conducted on the Bellacoola (culture number 54 in my sample) 

which contained infomlation relevant to my purposes (conducted by McIlwraith, 1948). 

McIlwraith reported many examples of sanctioning for both acts of violence and property 

offenses. For example, this culture practlces blood revenge in the case of murder, where 

3Throughout the text and in the tables, I will use the term "exception" to refer to the 
following instances: I) An act of aggression or a property crime was not sanctioned, 
2) Such an act was sanctioned, but at the same time the ethnographer mentioned that it 
was "admired," or 3) an ethnographer claimed that such an act was not sanctioned, but 
that it was "disapproved of". The use of the term "exception" in no way implies that I am 
questioning the significance or validity of the event. 
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Table 3.1: Cultures Included in the Sample and Summary of Evidence on Sanctioning. 

Culture 
(And HRAF Code) 

Number of Sources Citing Evidence of Sanctions 
(Instances cited of failure to sanction or other exceptions4

) 

Use of Force Property Offenses 
Asia 

1. AINU (AB6) 3 6 
2. T AIW AN-HOKKIEN (AD5) 3 (I) 6 (I) 
3. MONGOUR (AE9) 1 1 
4. EAST CHINA (AFI5) 1 
5. MONGOLIA (AH 1) 1 1 
6. TIBET (AJ 1) 3 (I) 3 
7. INDOCHINA (AMI) 1 
8. CENTRAL THAI (A07) 2 (2) 2 (I) 
9. AFGHANISTAN (AUI) 3 2 
10. BURUSHO (A V7) 1 (I) 
11. GUJARA TI (A W7) 
12. BHIL (A W25) 2 
13. CALCUTTA (AW66) 

Europe 
14. SLAVIC PEOPLES (EI6) 1 
15. POLAND (EA I) - (1) 
16. HUNGARY (Eel) 
17. BULGARIA (EEl) 1 
18. SERBS (EF6) 4 (3) 7 
**38. GREECE (EH 1) 1 2 
19. SARAKATSANI (EHI4) 2 2 (2) 
20. AUSTRIA (EKI) 
21. LAPPS (EP4) 3 
22. RURAL IRISH (ER6) 1 
23. HIGHLAND SCOTS (ES 10) 5 
24. MALTA (EZ6) 

Afrka 
25. BAMBARA (FA8) 1 (1) 2 
26. MENDE (FC7) 2 2 
27. IGBO (FF26) 6 (2) 9 

4In some cases, a single source cited more than one condition under which an act of force 
or fraud was not sanctioned, was admired, and so on. Where the number of exceptions is 
different from the number of sources, the number of sources follows the number of 
exceptions in parentheses. 
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Table 3.1 (Continued) 

28. TIV (FF57) 4 (1) 3 
29. NUER (FJ22) 3 (3:2) 2 (1) 
30. DOROBO (FL6) 
31. MASAI (FL12) 7 (3) 5 (3) 
32. NGONDE (FNI7) 3 (1) 4 
33. MONGO (F032) 1 2 
34. BEMBA (FQ5) 2 2 (1) 
35. TONGA (FQ 12) 2 (1) 2 
36. Y AO (FT7) 3 2 
37. LOVEDU (FXI4) 1 1 

Middle East 
39. IRAN (MAl) 2 
40. TURKEY (MB 1) 2 (1) 2 
41. LEBANON (MEl) 
42. IRAQ (MH1) 3 (1) I 
43. SAUDI ARABIA (MJI) 2 3 
44. MARITIME ARABS (MK2) I 
45. YEMEN (MLI) I 
46. HADHRAMAUT (MM2) 3 I 
47. FELLAHIN (MR13) 4 (2: 1) 2 
48. SIWANS (MRI4) 2 
49. KANURI (MS 14) 1 2 
50. TUAREG (MS25) 2 (1) 4 
51. SENEGAL (MS37) 
52. SHLUH (MW II) 2 3 

North America 
53. TLINGIT (NAI2) 8 4 
54. BELLACOOLA (NE6) 1 (3: I) I (1) 
55. MONTAGNAIS (NH6) 2 (1) 5 (1) 
56. ARAPAHO (NQ6) 3 I 
57. MANDAN (NQI7) I 
58. NORTHERN PAIUTE (NRI3) 5 (1) 2 
59. YOKUTS (NS29) 3 I (1) 
60. NAVAHO (NTI3) 7 (3:2) 3 (3) 
61. SOUTHERN PAIUTE (NTI6) 5 (1) 3 (1) 
62. WESTERN APACHE (NT21) 2 (1) 
63. PAPAGO (NU28) 2 I 
64. TEPOZTLAN (NU37) 1 (1) I (1) 
65. YUCATEC MAYA (NV 10) 3 4 
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Table 3.1 (Continued) 

Oceania 
66. IFUAGO (OA 19) 3 (1) 3 
67. JAVANESE (OE5) 2 (2) 4 (3) 
68. TORADJA (OG 11) 4 2 
69. TIWI (0120) 
70. KAPAUKU (OJ29) - (1) 
7l. NEW IRELAND (OM 10) 
72. MALEKULA (0012) 
73. TRUK (ORI9) 2 (1) 4 (1) 
74. TIKOPIA (OTlI) 2 (1) 2 (1) 
75. MARQUES AS (OX6) 2 (1) 2 
76. PUKAPUPA (OZII) I I (1) 

Rllssill 
77. BALTIC COUNTRIES (RBI) -
78. BELORUSSIA (RCI) 
79. GREAT RUSSIA (RFI) 
80. CAUCASIA (RHI) 2 
8l. ABKHAZ (RI3) 1 (1) 
82. TURKESTAN (RLl) 1 (1) 
83. KAZAK (RQ2) 4 (2) 5 (5:3) 
84. SAMOYED (RU4) 3 5 
85. GIL Y AK (RX2) 4 (1) 1 
86. KAMCHADAL (RY3) 1 

South America 
87. TALAMANCA (SAI9) 1 
88. GOAJIRO (SCI3) 7 4 (2) 
89. JIV ARO (SD9) 2 (1) 1 
90. A YMARA (SF5) 1 3 
9l. URU (SF24) 
92. TEHUELCHE (SHS) 
93. TOBA (SI 12) 6 (1) 2 
94. GUARANI (SM4) 1 
95. BACAIRI (SP7) 1 
96. NAMBICUARA (SPI7) 1 
97. YANOAMA (SQI8) 1 - (1) 

98. BUSH NEGROES Isicl (SR8) 3 3 
99. Y ARURO (SS 19) 
100. JAMAICA (SYl) 2 (1) 5 

TOTALS 187(51) 187 (32) 
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the victim's family members will try to kill the offender. If the victim was an "important 

person," the entire village will be active in seeking revenge. If the offender himself could 

not be found, then one of his family members would be killed.5 In some instances of 

murder, a close relative of the victim would accept the offender's daughter or other family 

member as compensation for the murder in lieu of exacting blood revenge. McIlwraith 

also describes some seasonal variations in accepted revenge-seeking practices. If an 

individual were wounded rather than murdered, the victims family members would wound 

the offender as revenge. With regard to property offenses, McIlwraith notes that the 

"theft" of a family's ancestral name would be avenged, and that trespassing typically led to 

ridicule, hostility, and sometimes war. Since all of this information is drawn from one 

ethnography, it is recorded in Table 3.1 :;imply as a "1" for the use of force and a "1" for 

property offenses. 

McIlwraith also notes three exceptions to the sanctioning of aggression and one 

exception to sanctioning property offenses. Specifically, the Bellacoola were known to 

hire "professional warriors" to kill people, in which case the victim's family would not take 

revenge on the murderer himself, but rather on the person who hired him. Oddly, 

McIlwraith states that these "professional warriors" were not paid, but were "expected to 

kill when requested". The two other exceptions to sanctioning aggression were that killing 

5Throughout my description of the data, I will refer to offenders with male pronouns. 
There are two reasons for this. First, in most cases where an offender was known, the 
offender was male. Second, in some cultures female offenders were not punished in the 
same manner as male offenders, and they may have escaped punishment altogether. Thus, 
it may be misleading to refer to a specific fom1 of punishment when the gender of the 
offender is not known, or when it can be assumed that the offender is male due to the 
ethnographer's use of male pronouns when referring to a particular offender. 
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adulterers "on the spot" would not require blood revenge, and that "murdering a sorcerer 

is a virtuous act" (it was not clear if any revenge could or would be taken for killing a 

sorcerer, but the implication is that there would not be.) The exception to sanctioning for 

property offenses was that ceremonial dancers could destroy the property of those they 

did not like, and no compensation could be claimed by the victim because "supernatural 

beings" never had to pay compensation. These exceptions are noted in parentheses 

following the corresponding number of sources citing sanctions for each type of offense. 

Since the three noted exceptions to sanctioning murder are drawn from only one source, a 

"1" follows the 3 in parentheses. The data in this table are thus presented in sllch a way as 

to maximize the number of apparent exceptions to my hypothesis. Further, the content of 

all of the exceptions is summarized in T::ble 3.2, and the exceptions are substantively 

grouped in Table 3.3, both of which will be discussed further below. 

As summarized in Table 3.1, there is a great deal of support for the notion that 

acts of aggression and property offenses are in fact sanctioned in all societies. For the 76 

cultures with relevant data for aggressive acts, a total of 187 sources in 75 cultures 

provided evidence that aggression is sanctioned. For the 80 cultures with relevant data for 

property offenses, a total of 187 sources in 78 cultures provided evidence of sanctions for 

those offenses (the fact that there is the same number of sources for each type of offense is 

purely coincidental, and they are not necessarily the same sources). In comparison, there 

were 51 total instances of exceptions for acts of aggression occurring in 36 cultures, and 

32 total instances of exceptions for property offenses occurring in 20 cultures. 

While the primary goal of this re:.;earch was to provide quantitative evidence that 
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all societies sanction certain acts, when ethnographic data are summarized into columns of 

numbers much is "lost in the translation." For this reason, as well as to allow the reader to 

assess the validity of some of my coding practices, I have provided selected examples of 

evidence supportive of my hypothesis below.6 

Selected evidence of sanctions for aggression 

Landor (1893) reports that the "lesser crimes" of theft and assault were punished with 
flogging, and that murder is sometimes punished by cutting the tendons in the hands and 
feet of the offender (category 681). This penalty for murder was contimled by Takakura 
(nd, category 682), and Hitchcock (1891) reports that murderers were bound to a cross 
for a week as punishment (category 682). 

Arapaho (56) 

Hilger (1952) gave an account of a specific instance in which a murderer was forced to kill 
himself because another man threatened to kill him if he did not commit suicide. Elkin 
(1963) states that a murderer had to compensate a victim's family, often with horses. A 
murderer also had to go through a ceremonial purification before he could resume his 
status in the community, in which he would be covered with white clay and sent off to 
hunt. If he successfully killed an animal, he would be accepted back into the group. Eggan 
(1955) states that in the case of murder within the tribe, the relatives of the victim would 
try to take revenge. (All accounts from c..ategory 682.) 

Samoyed (84) 

Donner (1926) reports that if a murder was committed while intoxicated, the punishment 
was whipping and beating the offender to death (category 681). Samokvasov (1876) states 
that the death penalty was administered for premeditated murder or poisoning (category 

6These examples are intended to be illustrative, and are not necessarily representative of 
the sample as a whole. 

71n citations from the HRAF, I indicate tie number I assigned to each culture in my sample 
(listed in Table 1), the culture name, the author and year of publication (not the year or 
years in which the ethnography was conducted), and the HRAF category from which the 
data were drawn. This will allow the reader to locate the exact sources of the data cited in 
this study. 
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682), and Ventamin (1855) notes that the penalty for assault was payment of deer, money, 
or some other property (category 683). 

Selected evidence of sanctions for property offenses 

MongOl![ (3) 

Schram (1954) reports that the theft of animals is considered to be a very serious offense, 
and thieves are severely punished. One specific punishment he mentions is that the 
offender's ankle joints are cut and he is left to die (category 685). 

Lapps (21) 

Itkonen (1948) states that thieves were fined, or if unable to pay, they were flogged. 
Whitaker (1955) reports that disputes involving reindeer theft are most often settled within 
the community without recourse to law, because imprisonment or fining may serve to 
punish innocent members of the offender's family. Bernatzik (1938) finds that "reindeer 
lifters are outlawed by the tribe and nowhere tolerated with their reindeer." They are 
expelled from their own tribe. (All from category 685.) 

As can be seen from these examples, in many cases it was clear that a particular 

action was a sanction for a particular offense, at least in the ethnographer's perception. In 

other cases, however, it was not so clear, which leads to what I have tem1ed exceptions to 

sanctioning. The content of these exceptions is summarized in Table 3.2 (the cultures are 

listed by the number I assigned to them in my sample). When this list was compiled, it 

became apparent that there were certain common circumstances under which acts of force 

or fraud were not sanctioned, and these are summarized in Table 3.3. The letters in 

parentheses following these summaries in Table 3.2 correspond to the categories listed in 

Table 3.3, and those exceptions that did not fit into one of the cleven categories are noted 

with a "u" (for "uncategorized") and are also listed separately in Table 3.4. 
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Table 3.2: List of Exceptions, by Cultur~ Numbers from Table 3.1. 

2. 1) Chen 1981: Fear of retaliation - failure to report assault. (I) 
2) Pasternak 1972: Theft of water institutionalized - right holders do not care when 

water plenty. (D) 

6. 1) Kawaguchi 1909: Rumors of a neighboring country where homicide common and 
not proscribed. (U) 

8. 1) Kaufman 1960: Men who do llQl carry weapons are beaten - it is seen as arrogant. 
(A) 

2) Piker 1983: Fear of retaliation from sorcerers prevents punishments. (I) 
3) Piker: Burglary seen as victim's fault for flaunting wealth. (A) 

10. 1) Tobe 1960: Wives seen as deserving beating. (A) 

15. 1) Jarecka 1949: Robbers who gave to poor "legendary". (U) 

18. 1) Pavlovic 1921: Murder of bad man should be rewarded. (A) 
2) Erlich 1966: Abduction of woman for wives seen as manly and girls often would 

not testify against abductor. (B) 
3) Troyanovitch 1909: Murder of thieves/rapists not punished. (A) 

19. 1) Campbell 1964: Skills of thieves admired - one who is victimized is obliged to 
commit counter-theft. (B) 

2) Kabbadias 1965: Skills of thieves admired, even by the victim, provided he is not 
caught in the act. (B) 

25. 1) Paques 1954: Woman were never executed for murder (no penalty mentioned.) 
(E) 

27. 1) Thomas 1913: Assault was "a matter of private concern". (F) 
2) Basden 1966: Manhunting of OlligroUp members brought esteem to hunters. (B) 

28. 1) Downes 1933: Women never killed for homicide for which they were responsible. 
(E) 

29. 1) Evans-Pritchard 1940: If husband kills wife, he will not have to pay compensation 
because he "only destroys what i3 his own," and will lose his wife as well as the 
cattle he had to pay for her. (U) 

2) Howell 1954: Homicide not considered crime against society, but feuding does 
result. (F) 

3) Howell: A man who kills brother cannot compensate (he would pay himself). (C) 
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Table 3.2 (Continued) 

4) Howell: Only thefts involving valuable objects must be compensated. (D) 

31. 1) Sandford 1919: In past, out-group murder was used to prove manliness. (B) 
2) Sandford 1919: In the past, theft (not clear whether in or outgroup) was used to 

prove manliness. (B) 
3) Huntingford 1953: Cannot comp~nsate within sub-clan murder. (C) 
4) Merker 1910: Murder often entirely unpunished, as are other crimes. 

"Irresponsibility" may mitigate in some districts, but self-defense nru mitigating. 
Attempts not punished. (U) 

5) Hollis 1905: Trivial theft not punished, but serious is. (D) 
6) Huntingford 1953: Trivial theft r.ot punished, serious is. (D) 

32. 1) Mackenzie 1925: Man can kill his wife's lover. (A) 

34. 1) Richards 1939: Stealing food when it is plentiful "is not theft". (D) 

35. 1) Colson 1976: Woman was unable to claim damages for beating by relative, but 
public opinion condemned him. (C) 

40. 1) Stirling 1965: A man is "expected" to kill lover and wife. A man who was released 
from prison for doing this was treated as a hero. (A) 

42. 1) Leach 1940: Extramarital affairs are settled with "murder". (A) 

47. 1) Ayrout 1945: When man in power abuses power and "is killed with public 
approval," no one will hand over his murderer. (A) 

2) "Trivial matters" like shifting crop boundaries or stealing manure would lead to 
murder. "Death takes a holiday" dnd "human life counts for nothing". (A) 

50. I) Nicholaisen 1959: Adulterers caught in the act would be killed, and victims' 
relatives could not claim compensation. (A) 

54. 1) McIlwraith 1948: There were "professional warriors" who were expected to kill 
when requested. The victim's family would not take revenge on the killer, but on 
the people who hired him. (U) 

2) McIlwraith: Killing adulterers on the spot would not require revenge. (A) 
3) McIlwraith: "Murdering a sorcerer is a virtuous act." (A) 
4) McIlwraith: Ceremonial dancers can destroy property of those they don't like, and 

victim can't claim compensation because "supernatural beings" cannot pay 
compensation. (K) 
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Table 3.2 (Continued) 

55. 1) Harper 1964: Cites Chambers (1896) as witnessing killing of old people who could 
not keep up with the group on hr.nting trips. (J) 

2) Burgesse 1945: Trespassing not punished by definite penalty, but public opinion 
has prevented it from becoming widespread. (G) 

58. 1) Whiting 1950: Women are beaten and blamed, as in the case of adultery. If man 
beats woman too severely, she may be encouraged to leave her husband. (A) 

59. 1) Gayton 1948: No definite punishment for misdemeanors. Theft practically 
unknown because of custom of offering food to those who asked for it. (D) 

60. 1) Dyk 1947: Clan cannot punish or pay itself (case of two boys who murdered a 
man.) (C) 

2) Van Valkenburgh 1937: In order to become a witch, you must first kill the person 
dearest to you in family. Witches meet together in a hidden cave to practice 
witchcraft and make poisons with which they kill people. (Witchcraft is punished 
by death.) (U) 

3) Van Valkenburgh: Nothing done in cases of within-clan murder. (C) 
4) Van Valkenburgh: Theft is condoned if person can get away with it, but shame 

would result if caught. (G) 
5) Kluckhonn and Leighton 1946: Theft is condoned if person can get away with it, 

but shame would result if caught. (G) 
6) Steggerda and Macomber 1939: fheft is condoned if person can get away with it, 

but shame would result if caught. (G) 

61. 1) Kelly 1964: Accidental killing of women and children did not require compensation 
(it did for man or if intentional). (U) 

2) Kelly: Sometimes nothing would happen in cases of theft, but sometimes chief 
would intervene. (D) 

62. 1) Goodwin 1942: Murder within c!an was rarely retaliated against. (C) 

64. 1) Lewis 1951: Killing for pleasure is wrong, but killing a mortal enemy is not since 
the killer "only got ahead of the dead man". (A) 

2) Lewis: People do not seem to feel guilt for theft, but feel shame when caught. (U) 

66. 1) Barton 1919: Parricide, matricide'':, fratricide all go unpunished. (C) 

67. 1) Wilken 1893: No punishment for murder if a complaint has not been filed. (F) 
2) Wilken 1893: No punishment fOi theft if a complaint has not been filed. (F) 
3) Jay 1963: Thefts outside group were not punished (inside were). (H) 
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Table 3.2 (Continued) 

4) Keeler 1975: Almost no form of o;ocial pressure except for general valuations of 
how people should act. " ... people with thick skins can get away with murder." (G) 

5) Keeler 195: People who had tools stolen did nothing, saying that making a scene 
would not do any good. (G) 

70. 1) Popisil 1958: Boy was rewarded by authority for molesting a girl, which was 
usually the case. (U) 

73. 1) Goodenough 1951: Fratricide ca'l't be avenged because it would require further 
fratricide. (C) 

2) Kramer 1932: Thief wins fame, hut if caught is punished severely or killed. (B) 

74. 1) Firth: Ritual beating of groom by bride's kin was approved practice. (K) 
2) Rivers 1914: Theft not punished by humans. (U) 

75. 1) Linton 1939: Thieves would boast about exploits after the victim's annoyance had 
subsided. (B) 

76. 1) Beaglehold and Beaglehold 1938: Theft in times of hunger not a crime. (They 
later present contradictory evidence.) (U) 

81. 1) Dzhanashvili 1894: Thieves will lie to judge, and people admire thief who can get 
away with it through lying, even though victim will still try to get back at thief. (B) 

82. 1) Von Schwarz 1900: They see nothing wrong with theft and consider it an 
honorable sport, even though severe punishment resulted if caught. (8) 

83. 1) Grodekov 1889: [implied] husband is not punished if he causes death of fetus by 
striking wife. (U) 

2) Grodekov: Women caught stealing not bound or beaten. (E) 
3) Krader 1953: "Family unity could not be invaded" to punish murder within family 

(fratricide, parricide etc.) (C) 
4) Grodekov: Children can steal from parents up to 3 times without punishment. (U) 
5) Grodekov: Father/grandfather Ctln rob from son/grandson, sell son into bondage. 

Kin can rob other kin to cousins. (U) 
6) Washington 1956: Undiscovereci thieves are proud of cleverness and courage. If 

caught, punishment is a fine. (B) 
7) Krader: Stealing between certain relatives (like mentioned above) is allowable. (U) 

85. 1) Shternberg 1933: Unintentional killing within clan has no consequences. (Blood 
money for others.) (U) 



Table 3.2 (Continued) 

88. 1) Gutierrez de Pineda 1947: People praised from stealing from outside the group 
(not inside). (H) 

2) Bolinder 1957: Theft was almost a sport, but was punished. (8) 
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89. 1) Harner 1962: Witches who have I(illed are killed, but he says this clearly promotes 
violence because accusations are frequent. (U) 

93. 1) Miller 1980: Sick elderly are "abandoned" as population control. (1) 

97. 1) Vince 1959: Theft from outside t:,'TOUp is common and is "their way of living". (H) 

100. 1) Clarke 1957: Man publicly and severely beat his wife with no consequences. He 
was angry that she had confessed to a theft (not angry at the theft, but at the 
confession which had brought both of them disgrace). (A) 
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Table 3.3: Summary of Exceptions. 

Condition 

A. Victim Blamed 

B. Skills of 
Offender Admired 

C. Inability of 
Sanctioning 
Within Group 

D. Petty Theft! 
Crimes with 
Little Damage 

E. Women Avoid 
Sanctions! 
Treated More 
Leniently 

F. Crime a Private 
Concern! No 
Sanction if No 
Complaint Filed 

G. No Definite 
Sanction but 
Disapproved of 

H. Outgroup Crime 
Not Sanctioned 

I. Crime not Reported 
Due to Fear of 
Retaliation 

J. Abandonment of 
Elderly 

K. Ceremonial 

Total 

12 

10 

8 

6 

3 

3 

3 

2 

2 

2 
2 

N Cl!lture Numbers (N of sources if> 1) 

8(2), 10, 18(2), 32, 40, 42, 47(2), 50, 54(2), 58, 64, 
10') 

18,19 (2), 27,31 (2),73,75,81,82,83,88 

29,31,35,60(2),62,66,73,83 

2, 29, 31 (2), 34, 59, 61 

25,28,83 

27,29,67 (2) 

55, 60 (3), 67 (2) 

67,88,97 

2, 8 

55,93 
54, 74 

66 instances 
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The most common reason in this sample for not sanctioning acts of force or fraud 

was that the "victim" of such acts was in some way seen as deserving of the harm which 

was inflicted on him or her. Some of these circumstances are quite understandable even 

within the context of modern society. For example, among the Serbs (number 18 in my 

sample), Pavlovic (1921) reports that the "murder" of a "bad man" was seen as deserving 

of reward, and Troyanovitch (1909) states that the "murder" of thieves and rapists was not 

punished. In some contexts, the killing of an individual who has committed some crime is 

simply a sanction, especially where there is no fornlal corrections system. However, I have 

conceptualized these cases as exception~ primarily due to the ethnographers' choice of 

words; since the ethnographers use the word "murder," we can infer that in their 

perception it was not a sanction. 

Similarly, in six of the instances (culture numbers 32, 40, 42, 50, 54 (one source 

only), and 58) included under the blamir.g the victim category, it was considered 

acceptable (and in at least one case laudable) for a man to kill his wife's lover and possibly 

also his wife. For example, in reporting on his research conducted in Turkey (40) from 

1949 to 1952, Stirling (1965) gives the following account: 

Self-help is the recourse of any man whose honour has been tarnished by an 
approach to or insulting of his women folk. The most serious case is adultery. A 
wronged husband is expected to kill lover and delinquent wife. A man released 
from gaol in 1950 under an amnesty was greeted and presented to me as a hero 
because he had done just this . 

... Not every adulterer is killed, nor does every husband wronged in this way 
attempt double Illurder ... Nevertheless, the danger is genuine (category 682). 

The parallels between this example and Sellin's example of the Sicilian father mentioned 
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previously are striking. In both cases, the "offense" was sexual in nature, and 

considerations of honor and dishonor played a role in leading to what we might refer to as 

vigilantism. Also, in both cases the killer came into contact with the criminal justice system 

in some way, so the killing was officially condemned even though at least some members 

of the society in which it took place conceptualized the killing as acceptable, necessary, or 

good. Thus, I would argue that the same analysis could be applied to Stirling's example; 

the killing was a reaction to a norm violation (adultery) that the killer perceived as 

legitimate, and can therefore be conceptltalized as an infonnal sanction. 

In some of the other cases included in this category, it is not quite as easy to 

conceptualize an offense as an infomml sanction. Specifically, among the inhabitants of 

Central Thailand (8), men typically carry weapons as a gesture of humility and weakness. 

If one does not carry a weapon, he may oe beaten in order to prove his weakness 

(Kaufman 1960, category 683). While it is certainly not generally accepted in modern 

United States society to assault someone for behaving in an arrogant fashion, I do not 

believe this example provides evidence of the existence of "deviant norms." Rather, I see 

this as an example of a culture in which the punishment for arrogance is much more severe 

than is accepted in our culture. We may be more likely to "sanction" arrogance with 

infomml sanctions, such as excluding the "offender" from our group of friends, or through 

ridicule, but in fact the behavior is sanctioned in both cultures. 

Among the Burusho (IO) and in Jamaica (IOO), there is some evidence that men 

beating their wives is accepted on the gr.)unds that the wife deserves to be beaten. 

Specifically, Tobe (1959) notes that mer: in Burusho beat their wives without being 
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punished or sent to prison for it if a man's wife has not complied with her husband's 

wishes, if she has given away too many of his belongings, and so on. However, Tobe was 

also aware of a case in which a man was punished for "excessively and unjustly" beating 

his wife (category 683). This suggests that even though outside observers may see such 

battering behavior as unjustified under any circumstances, there are at least some objective 

criteria by which these men's behavior is evaluated. These circumstances can be compared 

to laws allowing the beating of wives in the not-too-distant past in the United States, and 

not until fairly recently have police in th,:: U.S. been able to arrest husbands for 

misdemeanor battery (Hendricks 1992). While I am not claiming that in fact the beating of 

wives is justitied, an analysis of the statt.;s of women in a culture is necessary in order to 

explain the perception of such behavior hS justified. Clearly, in many cultures in the past as 

well as the present, it would be more accurate to describe women as the property of men 

rather than their equals. In this context, the unpunished battering of women is more 

understandable. 

The second most frequent exception listed in Table 3.3 deals with those 

circumstances under which the commission of property or violent offenses was viewed as 

commendable due to the skill required to commit them. Of the ten cultures included in this 

category, only three involved admiration of violent offenses. Erlich's description of 

"Otmica" among the Serbs (18), which involved the "capture, kidnapping, and abduction" 

of women, provides an interesting example. Erlich writes," ... this term has no criminal 

connotation. Quite the contrary, Otmica was again and again idealized by artists and 

praised in folklore." He further states that this act was rarely "prosecuted," because the 
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girls or women would almost always "testify" that they had gone with the men of their 

own free will. Erlich gives three reasons for the females' lack of cooperation with 

authorities; 1) a female who had been abducted found it hard to marry another man, 2) the 

"aggressive man corresponded to the concept of ideal manliness in the region ... and his 

action impressed the girl [sic]," and 3) the girl or woman was often "not altogether 

innocent in the capture" (1966, category 682). It is difficult to draw any clear conclusions 

from this description, since Erlich says the practice "has no criminal connotation" but at 

the same time was prosecuted by law. Further, Erlich claims that the abducted female 

found it hard to marry another man (implying that she was then viewed as "damaged 

goods"), but at the same time implies that the female wanted to be abducted or came to 

admire her abductor, in which case she would evidently not want to marry another man. It 

is possible that Erlich was reporting the oerceptions of the Serbs themselves, or that he 

had not shed some of the sexist ideas about abduction and rape which were common in 

Western society at the time he did his research, from 1937-1941 (of course, these ideas 

still exist today, so the past tense may not be appropriate.) In any case, the fact that the 

practice was prohibited by law suggests that it was not quite as accepted as Erlich would 

have us believe it was. 

The other two cases of violent offenses being admired both dealt with killing 

people outside the group in order to prove one's "manliness." Among the Igbo, Basden 

(1966) reports that "man hunting," which involved the stalking and killing of strangers 

encountered during the hunter's travels, "had its recognised place in the Igbo hunter's 

profession," and men who had killed a siranger were treated as heros, much as "lcopard-
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slayers" were (category 682). Similarly, Sandford (1919) reports that uncircumcised Masai 

boys (31) would kill "unprotected wanderers" in the past to prove manhood. Sandford 

further states that this practice is no longer seen as "valiant," although it is also not seen as 

"reprehensible" (category 681). Among both the Igbo and the Masai, however, murder 

within the group was punished by either revenge killing, forced suicide, or wergild (blood 

money). Thus, murder was generally not accepted practice, and presumably the killing of 

strangers made it less likely that another group could exact revenge on the killer's group or 

clan since it would be unlikely that they would know what became of the wanderer. It is 

also possible that the lone traveler was traveling alone because he had been expelled from 

his own group, which was a fairly common method of punishment among the cultures in 

my sample. If this were the case, the danger of retaliation from another group would also 

be insignificant. 

The remaining nine instances (involving eight cultures) in this category involve acts 

of theft in which the skill or cleverness of the thief was admired. In a sense. theft was 

regarded as a game in these cultures, albeit a game with very high stakes. In all of these 

cultures, a thief who was caught would be sanctioned, in some cases quite severely. With 

regard to the Sarakatsani (19), Kabbadias (1965) writes of theft: 

This act is either a crime or an exploit according to circumstances. If the thief is 
caught in the act he is killed on tbe spot...however, an animal thief not caught is 
the subject of admiration by all, even his victims. For it is not easy to cilITY off his 
exploit.. .. On the other hand, to s[eal animals in a fixed sheepfold of the winter 
camp is a shameful act that brin!,;s disgrace to the one guilty of it (category 685). 

The idea that the act of theft itself is not wrong, but at the same time being caught stealing 

is wrong, was common in these eight cultures. Von Schwarz (1895) specifically states that 



the Kazakhs (82) "see nothing wrong in stealing, but on the contrary consider it an 

honorable sport." Von Schwarz then goes on to discuss some of the sanctions 

administered to thieves, including cutting off hands, feet, noses, and ears among repeat 

offenders, as well as hanging, cutting the throats, and being thrown from minarets 

(category 681). 
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It seems, then, that the potential for severe punishment or death for stealing 

actually served as a challenge to some, and we must consider the possibility that it actually 

served to increase the attractiveness of the act. If there were no risk involved in 

committing the act, it would presumably not be considered much of a "sport," and those 

who were successful at it would not be held in such high esteem. The challenge clearly 

comes through in Kabbadias' account, since stealing sheep when they were easy targets 

was seen as shameful, but the same act was admired when it was more dangerous and 

difficult. 

The main problem with analyzing the effectiveness of sanctions in such 

circumstances is that there is no valid way to test the hypothesis that the sanction actually 

increases the likelihood of the crime being committed, since there is no evidence that any 

society always allows theft to occur. If we assume that the only reason theft is committed 

is to prove one's skill or daring, then we would predict that the complete absence of 

sanctions would be an effective way to eliminate theft. 

There are several problems with this line of argument, however. First, the fact that 

theft apparently occurs even when it does not bring esteem to the thief, as in the theft of 

corralled sheep, would seem to imply that the desire for esteem is not the only motivation 
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for stealing them. Secondly, the idea that increasing the danger involved in the act might 

increase the likelihood of the act occurri'lg either ignores human beings' strong desire for 

self-preservation under normal circumstances, or at least assumes that the desire for 

esteem is a stronger motivator than the d~sire for life. While this hierarchy of preferences 

is possible, it is highly unlikely given the fact that one's reputation is of limited value after 

death (with some possible exceptions, Sl..ch as the value of martyrs to social movements). 

Thus, I assume that theft would not occur under these circumstances unless the certainty 

of punishment is in question, which indicates that a weakness in the sanctioning process 

causes an increase in the likelihood of the crime occurring. Finally, acts that are quite 

common are simply less likely to bring esteem to those engaging in them, so conversely, 

an act must be fairly rare to bring a !:,'Teat deal of esteem to those engaging in it. The 

question then becomes, why do so few people engage in it? The most obvious answer to 

this question is that the act is too dangerous, so that the sanctions are certain and severe 

enough to deter most people from committing the act most of the time. 

The next major category of exceptions to sanctioning relates to the nature of the 

sanctions themselves. In many cultures, 'he payment of blood money (whether in currency 

or goods) from one clan or subclan to ar:other was a common means of making restitution 

for a theft or physical injuf'j. Similarly, blood revenge was quite common in the cultures in 

the sample. For both methods of dealing with offenses, it was common that the individual 

offender's entire group would be held re~ponsible for the offense, and similarly, the 

victim's entire group would demand compensation or punishment. Thus, in the case of 

murder, blood revenge may be directed toward any member of the offender's clan or tribe, 
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and in some cases a member of the offender's tribe would be "paid" to the offended tribe 

as compensation. While I would argue that these practices would serve to increase the 

likelihood that each group would be motivated to control the behavior of each of its 

members, it also presented some difficulties in sanctioning when an individual victimized 

one of his or her own group members. For example, Goodenough (1951) notes that 

among the Truk (73), fratricide could not be avenged since it would require further 

fratricide (category 682). When blood money was traditionally paid in compensation for 

murder, the clan could not very well fine or pay itself. 

Of course, much of this difficulty in sanctioning rests on the fact that in many 

cases, entire clans operated as economic units, so that one individual paying another 

individual in the same clan would be essentially meaningless. On the other hand, the fact 

that killing within the clan would result in economic loss for the entire clan (including the 

offender) would appear to serve as a fairly effective deterrent to murder, depending on the 

economic productivity of the victim. This may be why, according to Evans-Pritchard 

(1940), a Nuer husband (29) who kills his wife does not have to pay compensation since 

"he only destroys what is his own," and !1e not only loses his wife but also the "bride 

cattle" he had to pay in order to marry her in the first place (category 682). Thus, within-

clan killing may be sufficiently deterred 111 preliterate societies by the natural sanctions 

associated wi th the act. 8 

8The number of within-family homicides in modern western society would seem to 
contradict this argument. However, the c.egree to which family members are economically 
dependent on each other in societies with centralized governments is much lower than the 
level of economic dependence in societies without any foml of social welfare system. In 
addition, data on the victim-offender relationship for murder and non negligent 
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The fourth major category of exc.eptions deals with the failure to sanction minor 

offenses. All of the instances in this category deal with theft of objects not considered 

valuable, with the exception of the Yokt.ts (59), for which Gayton (1948) gives a vague 

reference to the absence of "definite punishment for misdemeanors" (category 685). It is 

not clear in this description if Gayton is referring to a variety of different punishments in 

the case of "misdemeanors," or to no obvious punishment at all. In any case, in all of these 

instances, the ethno1:,Tfaphers either explicitly state that more serious cases of theft were 

punished or imply that this was the case. In Gayton's account, for example, we might 

assume that the use of the phrase "no definite punishment for misdemeanors" implies that 

there were definite punishments for more serious offenses, and in another ethnography of 

the Yokuts, Latta (1949) reports a case of a boy who was fined for injuring an ox 

(category 685). A similar example of the distinction between trivial and serious theft can 

be found in accounts of the Masai (31), .vho did not consider theft of "milk or meat or 

other small things" to be serious offenses, but who punished the theft of cattle with fairly 

large fines (Hollis 1905; Huntingford 1953; Maguire 1910: all category 685). The 

distinction between serious and trivial theft also depends on the relative supply of the 

goods in question; if, for example, irriga~ion water is plentiful, its theft may be ignored 

manslaughter suggest that people are less likely to kill someone that they depend on 
economically. In the United States in 1991, family members (including extended family 
members) were only involved in 20% of offenses for which the relationship between the 
victim and offender is known. Of those, only 12% involved matricide or patricide 
(Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics, 1992). A complete analysis of the relationship 
between economic dependence and homicide is well beyond the scope of this research, 
however, and this argument is offered hrre merely as one possible explanation for the 
absence of sanctions for in-group homicide. 
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(Pasternak 1972: Taiwan-Hokkein (2), category 685). 

The fact that trivial theft was sometimes ignored in these societies does not present 

serious difficulties for the central hypothesis in this research. First, there is evidence in all 

of these cultures that serious theft is sanctioned. Secondly, we know that even in modern 

U.S. society, among law-abiding individuals, crimes are much less likely to be reported if 

the victims perceive them as not serious. To my knowledge, this fact has never been used 

in support of an argument that trivial theft is valued or encouraged in "mainstream" U.S. 

society. This makes sense within my perspective - if the energy required to apprehend and 

punish a thief is perceived as greater thall the benefit of doing so, it is unlikely that people 

will expend that energy. Further, I would argue that since theft of plentiful or nonvaluable 

objects does not present a great threat t~ individuals or to a group or culture as a whole, 

there is simply less need to try to deter it with the threat of sanctions. 

The remaining categories of exceptions can be similarly interpreted as 

understandable from our own (modem U.S.) cultural perspective (with the possible 

exception of the last category, ceremonial violations, which will be discussed below.) 

Keeping in mind the fact that these exceptions are reports of particular instances occurring 

in a culture, and not necessarily typical of the culture as a whole. it would not be difficult 

to find analogous examples of exceptions to sanctioning within any modern, industrialized 

society (even within the "dominant" cultures in these societies.) For example, much 

attention has been focused on the issue of whether the criminal justice system holds 

paternalistic or chivalrous attitudes toward women, resulting in more lenient sentences for 

female offenders (Nagel and Hagan 1982; Kruttschnitt and Green 1984; Box and Hale 
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1984). While the empirical support for this notion is limited, it at least demonstrates that 

the differential treatment of male and female offenders (for those cultures mentioned in 

Table 3 category E) is certainly not something we could legitimately refer to as evidence 

for a deviant value system.9 Further, the fact that women in all societies present less of a 

threat than men in temlS of their risk of offending lends credibility to the idea that 

sanctions are a reaction to a perceived threat; if women are not perceived as likely to 

offend or to repeat an offense, it makes sense that sanctions administered to them would 

be more lenient, especially if the administration of the sanctions, or their effects (as in 

leaving children motherless), are costly. 

The cases included in categories F and G in Table 3.3 can all be conceptualized as 

instances of infomlal sanctioning which -nay not have been recognized as such by the 

ethnographers. Certainly, the disapproval of other members of one's b'l'OUP, especially in 

small societies, is itse(f a sanction. Burgesse (1945) writes that trespassing is not punished 

by a definite penalty, but also that "the force of public opinion has been sufficient ... to 

prevent any serious trespassing on the part of other hunters" (Montagnais (55), category 

685). Here, the author recognizes the effects of the informal sanction, but does not 

recognize that the disapproval itself can legitimately be referred to as a sanction or 

"penalty." Similarly, the fact that a crime such as assault might be treated as a "private 

9Some researchers have argued exactly the opposite, or that girls and women are treated 
more harshly by modern criminal justice systems, especially when "moral" infractions such 
as promiscuity are considered. There are some interesting parallels between preliterate and 
modern societies here as well. Specifically, wife beating in preliterate societies is accepted 
when the woman is perceived as having done something to "deserve" it, and that 
"something" is often an act which would be tolerated or approved of if engaged in by a 
man (such as "disobeying" one's spouse.) 
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concern" does not negate the power of informal sanctions to deter it. As Radcliffe-Brown 

notes, " ... acts which are now regarded as characteristicaIly public delicts, such as murder 

and theft, are in many preliterate societks treated as private delicts ... " (f 1933]1952: 219). 

In fact, it may be more effective in some circumstances to rely on individuals' desire for 

revenge or compensation as a means of sanctioning, since such consequences are likely to 

follow the offense more quickly than would sanctions administered by an organized justice 

system. Of course, an organized justice system may be more fair and accurate in 

administering sanctions, but it would alsl) (and consequently) operate more slowly.IO 

The failure to sanction outgoup cffenses and the abandonment of the elderly 

(categories Hand J in Table 3, respectively) can also be explained with reference to the 

notion that neither of these actions poses a threat to the group itself. As mentioned earlier, 

offenses directed toward outgroup members may pose some hazard to the group if a 

threat of revenge is present, especially if this revenge could be directed against the 

offender's group as a whole. On the other hand, all three of the instances included in this 

category dealt with theft from outside th~ group rather than violent offenses, which means 

that the potential for the group as a whole to benefit from "raids" may have served as an 

enticement to the act. In fact, among the Goajiro (88), Gutierrez de Pineda reported that 

IOThe difficulties in accurately identifying offenders was never explicitly discussed in any 
of the data in the sample, which was one of the more surprising findings of this study. The 
fact that these cultures, by modern comp:lrisons, are quite smaIl may help explain this lack 
of attention. However, given the severity of some of the sanctions involved (like blood 
revenge), we might expect that some eff0rt would be expended to positively identify the 
guilty party, especially since unjustly kil!ing a member of another group might lead to 
counter-revenge. This point will be more fully explored below. 
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individuals would be "praised" for stealing outside the group (1947, category 685).11 

Similarly, there may be more benefits than costs when considering the abandonment or 

kilIing of elderly members of a group. In Harper's (1964) ethnography of the Montagnais 

(55), he cites another ethnographer (Chambers 1896) as witnessing the killing of old 

people who could not keep up with the group on hunting trips (category 682).12 The other 

case involved the abandonment of "sick elderly" (Miller 1980, Toba (93), category 847). 

Thus, in both cultures the elderly were killed (in effect) in special cases - either they were 

iII or weak, and in both cases they presented more of a burden to the group than a benefit. 

The last category, "ceremonial" offenses, includes one case mentioned previously 

in which ceremonial dancers would destroy property "of those they don't like" and not 

have to pay compensation due to their supernatural status in the ceremony (McIlwraith, 

1948, category 685). The other case involved a practice of the Tikopia in which a groom 

would be "pummelled" by the bride's relatives to "express resentment at the ravishment of 

the bride" (Firth 1959, category 682). Both of these cases may be described as cathartic, 

which Firth specifically notes as an explanation. He states that " ... sociologically it could be 

regarded as a cathartic as well as a hosti!ity symbol, [butl such an assault was not regarded 

11 Although thieves were "praised" for st~aling from outsiders, the ethnographer did not 
explicitly state that their skilIs were admired, that they were seen as "manly," and so on. 
Since I therefore could not pinpoint the ~pecific reason for the "praise," which may very 
well have been based on the value of the goods stolen rather than on admiration of the 
thiers skills, this case was not included in category B. 

121n keeping with my method of being more inclusive with disconfil111ing evidence than 
with confimling evidence, I accepted this citation as a valid exception but in no cases did I 
accept statements from secondary sources as confil111ing evidence (such cases were simply 
ignored). 
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as bad because it did not so much threaten social order as maintain it." 

As noted in Table 3.3, 66 of the exceptions were classified into one of the eleven 

categories, leaving 17 instances remainir.g, which are presented in Table 3.4. In some 

cases, these exceptions remained uncategorized because they were sufficiently vague as to 

make their classification questionable. For example, Lewis (1951) stated that among the 

Tepoztlan (64), "the detection of stealing, rather than the act itself, is disturbing. People 

don't seem to feel guilt for theft, but feel shame once caught" (category 685). In this 

excerpt, Lewis did not specifically state that a thief is punished when "apprehended," so 

this had to be classified as an exception. Lewis also did not state that the thief was held in 

high ,'egard, so it was not clearly justified to include this instance in category B (skills of 

offender admired), nor was it justified to include it in category H, since Lewis did not 

specify that theft was committed against outgroups. Thus, in spite of the fact that Lewis 

also mentions penalties for theft in othel contexts (categories 682 and 685), he did imply 

in this statement that the act itself was not felt to be normatively or morally wrong; being 

caught was the source of discomfort or shame. It was therefore necessary to include this 

statement in the list of exceptions. 

In other cases, an exception could not be meaningfully "categorized" because there 

were no similar cases in other cultures (although there may have been several similar 

instances mentioned by one ethnographer, as in the case of the Kazaks (83)). Kelly's 

(1964) description of the Southern Paiute (61) is a case in point. It was fairly common 

among the sampled cultures that penalties for hanning or killing a woman were less severe 

than for killing a man, so that, for example, the fine for killing a man would be twice as 



Table 3.4: List of Uncategorized Exceptions (Drawn from Table 3.2). 

Culture (Exception number 
Number from original list) 
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6. 1) Kawaguchi 1909: Rumors of a neighboring country where homicide common and 
not proscribed. 

15. 1) Jarecka 1949: Robbers who gave. to poor "legendary". 
29. 1) Evans-Pritchard 1940: If husband kills wife, he will not have to pay compensation 

because he "only destroys what i:; his own," and will lose his wife as well as the 
cattle he had to pay for her. 

31. 4) Merker 1910: Murder is often entirely unpunished, as are other crimes. 
"Irresponsibility" may mitigate in some districts, but self-defense is not considered 
to be a mitigating circumstance. Attempts are not punished. 

54. 1) McIlwraith 1948: There were "professional warriors" who were expected to kill 
when requested. The victim's family would not take revenge on the killer, but on 
the people who hired him. 

60. 2) Van Valkenburgh 1937: In ordel to become a witch, you must first kill the person 
dearest to you in family. Witche~ meet together in a hidden cave to practice 
witchcraft and make poisons with which they kill people. (Witchcraft is punished 
by death.) 

61. 1) Kelly 1964: Accidental killing of women and children did not require compensation 
(it did for killing a man or if intentional.) 

64. 2) Lewis: People don't seem to feel gUilt for theft, but feel shame when caught. 
70.1) Popisill958: Boy was rewarded by authority for molesting a girl, which was 

usually the case. 
74.2) Rivers 1914: Theft not punishedl:Jy humans. 
76. 1) Beaglehold and Beaglehold 1938: Theft in times of hunger not a crime. (They 

subsequently give evidence of sanctioning theft of food during a famine.) 
83. 1) Grodekov 1889: I implied I husband is not punished if he causes death of fetus by 

striking his wife. 
4) Grodekov: Children can steal from parents up to 3 times without punishment. 
5) Grodekov: Father/grandfather can rob from son/grandson, sell son into bondage. 

Kin can rob other kin to cousins. 
7) Krader: Stealing between certain relatives (like mentioned above) is allowable. 

85. 1) Shternberg 1933: Unintentional killing within clan has no consequences. (Blood 
money for others.) 

89. 1) Harner 1962: Witches who have killed are killed, but he says this clearly promotes 
violence because accusations are frequent. 
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many head of cattle than when the victim was female. 13 However, there were no other 

cases in which sanctions were avoided under the particular set of circumstances noted by 

Kelly, so this statement could not be grouped with any other. 

Of the 17 uncategorized excepticns, a few present some difficulties for the 

proposed hypothesis. Most, however, can be explained in ways similar to the explanations 

for the exceptions fitting within one of the eleven categories noted above, or can be 

explained as special circumstances under which sanctions may be avoided (in other words, 

true exceptions to sanctioning). For exar.lple, the three instances of allowable theft noted 

for the Kazak (83) clearly indicate that under certain circumstances, relatives can "steal" a 

limited amount of property from each other without punishment. However, the fact that 

there are limits placed upon such freedoms, and the fact that theft only between relatives is 

allowed seem to indicate that in general, theft is not nonnatively allowed or prescribed. 

The exception noted for the Gilyak (85) is similar to the case mentioned above for the 

Southern Paiute, in that unintentional killing is exempted from sanctioning (although this 

exception apparently applies to killing anyone within the clan). 

There were three uncategorized exceptions which were, although different in ternlS 

of the specific context, fairly similar in that they dealt with rumors or legends. Specitically, 

in Tibet (6) and among the Navaho (60). the ethnographers mention stories of groups 

which do not proscribe murder. It is interesting that these two exceptions are most similar 

to "deviant subcultures," in that they refer to groups which reputedly see nothing wrong 

I30ata regarding the form and severity OT' sanctions were not systematically analyzed for 
this study, so other instances of the covariation of the victim's status and the prescribed 
sanction are not presented. 
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with homicide. Van Valkenburgh's (1937) description of the Navaho is particularly 

interesting. He states that in order to become a witch, one must first kill "the person 

dearest to [him or her] in [his or her] family," and that witches gather in "hidden caves" to 

make poisons with which to kill people (category 681). The fact that these caves are 

"hidden" is significant; of course, no one would be likely to have ever witnessed such 

activities because they are undertaken in secret. Similarly, in Tibet only those living in 

"neighboring countries" see nothing wrong with homicide. Thus, the two examples in 

these data which are most similar to "de"iant subcultures" involve groups which are 

removed from the culture being directly studied, and these "deviant" groups are therefore 

unlikely to be directly observed. The other case of a "legend" involving offenses (in Poland 

(15» is essentially a "Robin Hood" story, and again was not witnessed by the 

ethnographer (and possibly by anyone at all). In any case, it is questionable that praise for 

stealing and giving the goods to the poor would provide convincing evidence for the 

existence of deviant nom1S. In this case, the motives behind the offense are apparently 

"noble," since giving to the poor is in most cases thought of as admirable. 

Two other cases of uncategorized exceptions are somewhat similar in that they 

both mention that overt social sanctions are absent when some other source of sanctions 

comes into play. One such example is in Evans-Pritchard's (1940) account, mentioned 

earlier, of the failure to sanction a man \':ho had killed his wife. Here, the natural sanctions 

tied to the act are apparently seen as sufticient to deter it in most cases. Similarly, among 

the Tikopia (74), Rivers (1914) notes that "theft is not punished by humans" (category 

685). Presumably, then, theft is thought to be punished by some force other than humans, 
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probably some supernatural entity. 

Perhaps the most difficult exception to explain in all of the data is Mcllwraith's 

(1948) description of "professional warriors" among the Bellacoola (54), which was 

discussed earlier. McIlwraith is fairly clear on the point that murder is sanctioned, whether 

the killer himself is punished or the person who hired a killer is sanctioned. What is 

perplexing about this account is that the~e "professional warriors" were expected to kill 

when requested but were also not paid. The important question, for which I cannot supply 

a reasonable answer, is why did these professional warriors exist? If the Bellacoola 

generally condemn murder (as is evidenced by their sanctioning of it), why did the culture 

apparently provide for the existence of r.1en who were "expected" to do it when asked? If 

we accept this description as accurate, it would appear that this culture had 

institutionalized "hit men." If this culture also did not sanction murder, we would be 

forced to conclude that there is at least one society which does not condemn the act. 

However, since the evidence for this cul.ure is mixed, it is not possible to make any 

conclusions about the norms of this group without further study. 

Finally, it is necessary to again focus on the "big picture" and take all of the 

evidence regarding sanctioning or failure to sanction as a whole. As mentioned earlier, 

there is much more evidence supportive of the hypothesis than evidence that may be taken 

as disconfirnling. In all but four societie!:, the number of sources providing supportive 

evidence is greater than or equal to the total number of instances of exceptions for each 

class of offense (violence and property offenses). Referring back to Table 3.1, the four 

cultures are Poland (15), Bellacoola (54), Kapauku (70), and the Yanoama (97). All of 
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these exceptions have been discussed previously except for the finding that among the 

Kapauku, Popisil (1958) notes a specific case where a boy was "rewarded by authority for 

molesting a girl," which was, according to Popisil, "usually the case" (category 681). 

Unfortunately, Popisil does not elaborate on this case, so we must assume that he meant 

that the boy had sexually assaulted the girl in some way, and it is unclear exactly who or 

what this "authority" was. The other exc:!ption it was difficult to explain was the 

Bellacoola's "professional warriors." For both of these cultures, then, it will be necessary 

to conduct further research in order to gain more insight into their normative structures, 

since conflicting evidence was obtained for each of them. 

Conditions of Infanticide 

Because the practice of infanticide in preliterate cultures is widely documented, 

and because it could potentially disconfi;m the notion that all societies regulate the use of 

force, an analysis of the data present in the sample for infanticide was conducted. The 

analysis of the conditions under which infanticide occurs is summarized in Table 3.5. In 

all, data for infanticide were present for 49 cultures (this number includes four cultures for 

which ethnographers reported that infanticide did not occur, and two cultures (21 and 75) 

for which the issue of its occurrence is ill question due to contradictory statements by 

different ethnographers). The most common circumstances under which infanticide occurs 

deal with the parents' lack of resources to adequately care tor the newborn, or the inability 

to adequately care for older children already present in the family in addition to a 
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newborn. The cases falling under this classification are also classified into sub-categories, 

not only to provide greater specificity, but also because some may take issue with the 

inclusion of some of the cases in the "pa.ental resources" category. F~r example, in some 

cases an ethnographer reported that one ~r both twins were killed because people in these 

cultures did not believe that a man could sire twins, and consequently one of the babies 

was thought to be a "ghost" or in some way evil. However, in none of the cultures where 

only one twin was killed did the ethnogrlipher mention any attempt of the natives to 

determine which one of the twins was th~ evil one. For this reason, I have chosen to 

conceptualize twin infanticide as an attempt to conserve parental resources, and in all 

likelihood the stories of ghost babies represent attempts to justify the killing of one twin. 

(The "baby ghost stories" were sometimes also applied to the killing of defonned infants.) 

This classification should not be taken as an ethnocentric denigration of a culture's 

religious or spiritual beliefs and practices. Rather, the fact that twin infanticide is so 

widespread in spite of great variation in religious beliefs is taken as evidence that the 

content of these beliefs is unlikely to be the major cause of twin infanticide. There is, in 

fact, some evidence that twin infanticide is most likely in cultures where mothers have 

particularly heavy workloads (Daly and Wilson 1984). 

I have classified infanticide of a child born as the result of violating a post-partum 

sex taboo as relating to inadequate parental resources on the grounds that the purpose of 

such taboos is to prevent children from being born too close together in time. As I have 

not conducted a general analysis of such taboos, I am simply assuming their purpose. In 

the event that this assumption may be questioned, I have included these data under a 



Table 3.5: Conditions of Infanticide 

Condition (N of Cultures) Culture Number (Number of Sources if> 1) 
Parental Resources (N=21) 

Twins{friplets 1, 12,27 (6), 37, 53, 54, 68*, 74, 86, 93, 94, 97, 100 

Mother Dies/ Father 
Absent or Disabled 25,29, 31, 33, 54, 55, 68, 93 (3),96 

Too Many Children 3, 74 (2), 90, 93 

Young Child Present 27 (2), 97 

Post-partum Sex 
Taboo Violated 27,97 

Illegitimate (N= 18) 

Mother U nwed/ 
Adultery 

Incest 

Prostitution 

Outgroup Father 

Child AbnoOlml (N=17) 

3 (2),6, W, 25(2*), 27,38,50,53,54,60 (2*), 68*, 
74 (3),83 (2), 84, 85 (3),90 (2), 97, 100# 

27,90 

60* 

60 
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Deformed/ Crippled/ 8, 12,27 (2), 54, 59(2), 60, 62, 63, 73 (4), 80,90,93 (3), 
Skk 94,~ 

Teething Abnomlal 27 (5), 34 (2), 37 

Crying Abnomml 27 (2), 47, 62 

Breech Birth 27 (3) 

No Reason Given by Ethnographer (N=7) 

6, 18,21,48,62 (2), 64, 93 



Table 3.5 (Continued) 

female (N=7) 

1 (3),4,53, 75, 80 (2), 93, 97 

Child Unwanted (N =7) 

48,63,68***,73,86,93,97 

Does Not Occur (N=6) 

21,56,65**,71,75,76 

Ceremonial Violation (N=3) 

27,36 (2),86 

Succession Considerations (N=2) 

32, 37 

Miscellaneous (N=6) 

(27) Baby born before mother's first menstruation 
(53) Babies were kilIed by a group fleeing enemies so cries would not give them 

away 
(74) 1) Abortion and infanticide were not seen as the same as murder (category 682) 
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2) General comment that males are more likely to be kilIed than females to prevent 
land subdivision 

(83) Women would throw unweaned children under adversaries' horses and then 
demand blood money 

(85) 1) Insufficiency of males/female~ wilI lead to kilIing appropriate sex (depends on 
sex ratio of clan they trade marri:tge partners with) 
2) Women fleeing from unloved husband may kilI children 
3) Father of underage husband may order the child killed 

(93) Man may kilI daughter's newborr. if son-in-law has incurred his dislike (disputed by 
subsequent ethnographer) 

~ 
* Infanticide occurs but is sanctioned or "condemned" 
** "Relatively" unknown 
***"Lazy" mothers would neglect children so they died 
# Only among "high status girls" who aren't yet married 
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separate subheading.14 

On the other hand, some might argue that the category "parental resources" is less 

inclusive than it might be. Parents of illegitimate children, more specifically unmarried 

mothers, would certainly be less able to adequately provide for such children. Further, if 

the baby is a result of adultery and this fact is known to the father and/or to the 

community, the father will be much less likely to provide for the child. Similarly, in cases 

of deformed, sick, or otherwise abnormal infants (or young children), parents might kill 

the child because he or she is difficult to provide for, or because the energy expended to 

care for such a child would detract from the parents' ability to care for other children in the 

family (or for any future children). In addition, depending on the seriousness of the 

abnormality, the child may be less able to provide parents with a "return on their 

investment," or to help contribute resour::es to the family when he or she is older. In fact, 

Aptekar cites evidence that girls as old a:; six were killed among the Eskimo of Bering 

Strait, since they must be provided for but did not contribute any resources (food) to the 

family ([ 19311 1981: 161). An interestin'~ piece of evidence that children are sometimes 

unwanted economic burdens is drawn from Hickman's ethnography of the Aymara (90). 

He reports that women who have few or no children are said to have a "golden womb," 

because these women are in better financial circumstances than those with many children 

14The total N's for each category only include one reference to each culture, even if the 
culture contained data fitting into more than one subcategory. Thus, the inclusion of this 
sub-category under "parental resources" does not increase the total number of societies 
represented in this category, since both cultures are represented under other subheadings. 
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(1964, category 847). 

One of the more surprising findir gs with regard to infanticide is that only seven 

cultures were found to practice female infanticide. It is important to note that in a few 

cases, it was noted that a female child would be killed if one of the other categorized 

circumstances were also present, and these were not coded as female infanticide. For 

example, in Jamaica (100) it was reported that if male and female twins were born, the 

female would be killed because "most people feel that one child is difficult enough to raise; 

two constitute an impossibility" (Cohen 1966, category 847). On the other hand, it was 

certainly not the case in any of the cultUies in the sample that a seriously deformed boy 

would be allowed to live while a similarly deformed girl would be killed. Thus, in this 

example, the gender of the baby was not the determining factor in the decision to commit 

infanticide, so it was not coded as "female infanticide." 

In all of the evidence on infanticide, only a few cases were reported of a child 

being killed without some sort of justification. There were six cases in which the 

ethnographer stated that the child was killed because he or she was simply unwanted, and 

another case (listed under "miscellaneous") in which women reportedly caused their 

children to be killed in order to demand !:llood money (Kazaks (83)). Of the six cases listed 

under "child unwanted," only one (48) was not also listed under another category. Thus, 

for those five cases where other reasons were given for infanticide, it is possible that those 

ethnographers reporting simply that "un·¥anted children" were killed did not conduct their 

research carefully enough to find out the circumstances under which a child was likely to 

be unwanted. In two of these cases, however, there is some implication that the child was 
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not wanted because the mother was not able to properly care for the baby. In reporting on 

the Papago (63), Underhill (1939) report.s that babies born to "light women who did not 

want the burden [of raising a child] were dropped in an arroyo to die of exposure" 

(category 847). Similarly, Chagnon (1967) reports that a Yanomamo (97) woman would 

sometimes kill a child if she did not feel that she could care for it adequately and "it would 

be an inconvenience to have to tend a b"by" (category 847). In both of these cases, there 

is some ambiguity regarding whether the woman was objectively incapable of caring for 

the child, whether this inability was her perception, or whether this was simply the 

woman's way of rationalizing her lack of willingness to care for the child. In another case, 

the latter interpretation seems to hold based on Karsten's (1923) claim that the Toba (93) 

see nothing wrong with infanticide since "a new-born child is no personality and has not 

[sic] an independent existence" (category 847). 

The two cultures for which infandcide is most difficult to explain are the Siwans 

(48), for which Cline (1936) reports that it is common for mothers to throw unwanted 

children from town walls, and the Kazaks (83) who were noted earlier as essentially killing 

their unweaned children for blood money. It is not possible for either of these cases to 

explain infanticide by any means other than that the children's lives were simply not 

valued. The issue of whether these wam~nt a rejection of my hypothesis will be addressecI 

below. 
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Discussion and Conclusions 

There is overwhelming evidence that all societies regulate aggression and the 

unjustified taking, destruction, or use of property. There is very little evidence that 

suggests that such behavior is allowed 0 1' condoned as a general rule in any culture, 

although a number of cases were found in which such behavior was not punished. These 

"exceptions" to sanctioning, however, exhibited some regularities that allowed them to be 

meaningfully categorized. 

The most common reason for the failure to sanction acts of theft or aggression was 

that the "victims" of such actions were perceived as deserving of whatever harm or loss 

came to them. In other words, the "victir.l" was seen as the initial offender, and what the 

ethnographer perceived as a "murder," for example, was perceived by those involved as a 

legitimate sanction. Many of the other exceptions found in the data can also be explained if 

norm violations and infom1al sanctions are carefully defined and analytically separated. For 

example, some ethnographers reported tnat a crime wasnot sanctioned but was 

"disapproved of." Clearly, public disapproval (especially in smaller groups) can be a 

powerful sanction, so it is important not to overlook such sanctions. 

Other exceptions to sanctioning were found to be not unlike exceptions to 

sanctioning in modem, western societies. Specifically, the failure to administer sanctions 

for petty offenses and the tendency to sanction certain groups (e.g., women) less severely 

than others are not uncharacteristic of our own society. The failure to sanction each and 

every violation of a nom1 or law does not provide convincing evidence for the existence of 
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a set of deviant norms. 

The findings regarding infanticide similarly do not provide convincing evidence 

that aggressive behavior in general is unregulated in any culture. The most common 

circumstances under which infanticide occurs involve a lack of parental resources, either 

to care for the infant or to care for an infant in addition to other children already present in 

the family. Previous research using the HRAF has found remarkably similar results, which 

increases confidence in the validity of these findings. Daly and Wilson's (1984) major 

findings were identical to mine when the most common circumstances of infanticide are 

rank-ordered (although their findings are categorized somewhat differently); specifically, 

Daly and Wilson found that the mother ueing unwed or the baby being the result of 

adultery (combined) were the most common circumstances, the child being deformed or 

very ill was the second most common, the birth of twins was third, and the mother dying 

or the father being absent was fourth. The sample for this study, while containing some of 

the same cultures, was different (and smaller) than my sample, suggesting even greater 

confidence in my results. 

Probably the most obvious explanation for the existence of infanticide lies in the 

infant's status in the eyes of his or her sccial group. In other words, it is commonly argued 

that infants (and older children) not only are not granted the same rights as adults, but are 

actually seen as not fully human, or as the mere property of their mothers or parents. 

Clearly, if infants and children are not fudy human, the n0ll11S applying to the killing of 

humans will not apply to them. 

Historians have compiled much evidence suggesting that in fact children were not 
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seen as equal to adults nor valued very highly throughout most of human history. As 

recently as the Eighteenth Century in the United States, children were typically raised by 

wet nurses, sent away to school, or sent to live with relatives for long periods of time 

(Walzer 1974), and the beating and sex1l11 abuse of children were apparently widely 

practiced and accepted until fairly recently (DeMause 1974). In addition, it is reported that 

infanticide was extremely common in England at least until the 1890's, at which time "dead 

babies were still a common sight in Lontlon streets" (deMause 1974). Not only were 

children not seen as pure, innocent, and in need of protection throughout history, but they 

were in fact often viewed as something to fear. DeMause claims that the swaddling of 

infants was often justified on the grounds that they were "on the verge of turning into 

totally evil beings" or likely to become ",;hangelings" (1974). Thus, claims that children in 

the past were treated as "miniature adults" and therefore did not receive the protection and 

nurturing that they do today (Empey and Stafford 1991: 7) seem to be erroneous - in fact, 

they were treated much more poorly than adults. 

The claim that infants and children were often killed in the past simply because 

they were not valued has one major flaw, however. If children were not valued, it is hard 

to explain the survival of the human race, since we would expect all children to be killed 

or at least neglected sufficiently to cause death. Further, the evidence I have presented 

here does not suggest that children were killed indiscriminately in most cases. These 

patterns in the practice of infanticide su£;gest that there are only certain circumstances 

under which infanticide is seen as justified, or at least certain circumstances under which a 

child will tend not to be valued. Clearly, as Daly anc! Wilson (1984) point out, the killing 
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of one's own offspring does not appear to be logical from an evolutionary perspective. If, 

however, we take into consideration the ;:onditions under which it is most likely to be 

practiced, it does seem to contribute to the reproductive fitness of the parents. As Daly 

and Wilson conclude from their analysis of HRAF data, 

Ethnocentric commentators have often vilified infanticidal practices as lunatic 
savagery, but the ethnographic re-cord makes clear that infanticide is nowhere 
taken lightly. It is condoned primarily where it makes adaptive sense for one or 
both parents -- where the mother is overburdened, for example, or where the child 
is of poor quality or inappropriat~ paternity (Daly and Wilson 1984). 

Further, Daly and Wilson conducted an analysis of cases of infanticide in Canada 

from 1961 throu"gh 1979, and found that the conditions under which it occurred are quite 

similar to those of nonliterate societies. Specifically, they find that infanticide is most likely 

to occur when the child is very young (because the parents have invested fewer resources 

into the child), that it is more common among unmarried mothers and young mothers, and 

that it is more likely to be committed by step parents than by biological parents. 

Of course, one obvious point relL1ting to the incidence of infanticide is the lack of 

effective birth control methods among the cultures in the sample. Other than abstinence, 

the only reliable means of birth control available in most of these cultures were abortion 

and infanticide (although some cultures jid attempt various methods of birth control, 

which may have been effective to some extent). In fact, while data regarding abortion 

were not systematically analyzed for this study, many descriptions of attempts at abortion 

were described in the data. It is significant that most (if not all) of these methods were 

very dangerous to the pregnant woman, :tnd would frequently result in the woman's death. 

These methods included physical manipulation (such as placing heavy stones on the 
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abdomen, striking the abdomen, and carrying heavy objects) and the ingestion of various 

substances such as gunpowder, or the "foam which gathers at a camel's mouth" (Belgrave 

1923, Siwans (48), category 847).15 In at least some of the cultures in the sample, it was 

reported that women would attempt abortion first, and only if that were not successful 

would they resort to infanticide (Lhote 1944, Tuareg (50), category 847). 

The important question which these attempts at abortion raise is why would 

women endanger their own lives trying t;) temlinate a pregnancy when infanticide may be 

easier and safer for the mother? Of course, one possible answer is that the woman not only 

did not want a child, she also did not want to be pregnant and give birth (which, 

incidentally, may also result in the mother's death). This seems unlikely, however, given 

the fact that these abortive methods were not reliable means to end the pregnancy, 

whereas killing a newborn infant is relatively easy and certain to be successful. 

I would speculate that attempts at abortion were so common because infanticide 

was not actually as acceptable (either to the mother or the group as a whole) as it may 

seem given its prevalence. While there were few references to infanticide being overtly 

sanctioned, it was fairly common that a woman would try to hide the unwanted pregnancy 

so that the eventual infanticide would not be detected. In other cases, the actual killing of 

the infant was done in secrecy and not publicly discussed, even though it was apparently 

known that a mother had committed infanticide. Bugos and McCarthy (1984) note similar 

secrecy with regard to infanticide in thei.: study of the practice among the Ayoreo, and 

15For a more complete and explicit description of abortive techniques in prcliterate 
cultures, see Aptekar (1931: 131-154). 
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note that this presented them with some difficulties in collecting data. They were not 

successful in collecting such information from the men in the tribe, even though men 

typically had the most complete knowlenge of the tribe's history and genealogy. They note 

that the women in the tribe: 

... told McCarthy'about specific Cdses of infanticide, including sex of the infants and 
reasons for the infanticides. Typkally, women only knew such infonnation about 
their close kinswomen and friends and were less likely to discuss their own 
infanticides than those of others. 

Based on these results, it is reasonable to argue that infanticide occurs, in the 

majority of cases, for pragmatic reasons rather than simply because a culture does not 

proscribe murder or does not value child!'en. Similarly, the pragmatism evident in the 

sanctioning of offenses in preliterate cultures is probably the major difference between 

those cultures and our own. For example, an outside observer may find many of the 

sanctioning practices in preliterate cultures to be brutal and immoral, such as the payment 

of wergild, giving an offended f,,'TOUp a member of one's own group in compensation for 

murder, or setting dollar amounts on the value of human life which differ according to the 

status of the victim. But many of these practices make perfect sense if we take a purely 

rational perspective, and in many cases t:ley deal with the economic circumstances of the 

cultures involved. We tend to think of murder as the tragic loss of a loved one who can 

never be replaced or whose life is priceless (although our courts do award monetary 

damages to victims' relatives in many cases). From a pragmatic viewpoint, however, the 

loss of a loved one who is an important economic contributor to a family or group is much 

more than a tragic event; it could result in the death of his or her family members as well. 
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Thus, being "given" a member of the offending group as compensation for murder can 

significantly reduce the damage done by the crime, while at the same time restoring good 

relations between two (usually neighboring) groups. Similarly, we tend to think of babies 

as precious human beings who should b~ protected, and we see the act of infanticide as a 

heinous crime. Of course, most people in modern western societies have the luxury of 

being able to view children this way -- the birth of a baby will rarely jeopardize the lives of 

the rest of the family (although it may certainly have a negative economic impact on 

them.) 

Based on their sanctioning practices, then, it appears that the essential or basic 

norms of preliterate cultures are the same everywhere, in spite of great variation in other 

cultural practices. Rather than possessin3 different or "deviant" norms, these cultures 

differ from each other and from modern .societies primarily in the way they react to 

offenses, as well as in their pragmatic view of human life. The findings presented here thus 

do not support the doctrine of cultural relativism, at least in its most extreme fom1ll1ations. 

Rather, these finding support the notion that sanctions and nomlS represent an attempt to 

deal with problems in maintaining social order which are common to all cultures. 

If, in fact, all cultures regulate th:!ft and aggression, what can we conclude about 

the "true nature" of human nature? There are only two plausible answers to this question: 

first, that most people are born good, bu~ there are some individuals in every society who 

are not, and the nomlS and sanctions are designed specifically for them, and second, that 

the tendency to commit crime is an inheient tendency in all of liS, so nomlS and sanctions 

are necessary for everyone. The first possibility is essentially the explanation proposed by 
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Lombroso, that those who commit crime. are "born criminals" possessing hereditary or 

biological flaws which lead them to commit crime. The simple fact that virtually everyone 

commits some crime during the course of their lives, in combination with the fact that an 

individual's rate of offending is not constant over the live course provide sufficient 

evidence to discount this explanation. 

I therefore conclude based on the. findings of this study that human beings must be 

born with the capacity to commit crime, or more generally, with the capacity to engage in 

acts which bring them some relatively immediate gain often at the expense of others. As I 

will argue in a later chapter, we are likely to witness acts analogous to crime among all 

young children (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 96); most children learn, through 

childhood socialization, to control the tendency to impulsively act on their immediate 

desires. As noted earlier, however, socialization is conducted by humans with their own 

idiosyncratic shortcomings, and who cannot possibly watch over their children constantly 

and correct their misbehaviors perfectly. Thus, it is inevitable that all societies will include 

individuals with lower levels of self-control, and that these individuals will be most likely 

to try to get what they want with little or no effort. Of course, by doing so they will often 

present a threat to others' self-interest. Hence, all societies have norn1S, backed up with 

sanctions, prohibiting the use of aggress:on and the taking of others' property unless doing 

so can in some way benefit the group as ;\ whole, directly or indirectly. Thus, killing your 

neighbor because he laughed at your hairstyle will not be tolerated, but abandoning an 

elderly member of the group who is presenting an immediate threat to the survival of the 

group will be tolerated. Stealing your neighbor's necklace just because you like it will not 
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be allowed, but the same act undertaken because she previously stole your last store of 

yams may be perfectly allowable or even expected. Killing a strong, healthy fifteen-year

old boy is much more likely to be sanctioned than killing a sickly, weak, unproductive 

infant, since the fonner can potentially provide the group with protection from enemies or 

a share in his kill from a successful hunt while the latter is simply a drain on the parents' 

resources. 

To reiterate, I make no claim that nonns are created with large-scale, societal 

goals in mind, or that individuals in any society consciously think about tre survival of 

their group when nomlS are invoked or sanctions are applied. Rather, I see the origins of 

nonns as lying in the individual's desire to maximize his or her own benefit. In small 

societies, there is no need to create a cer·tral authority who has the power to make 

judgements and administer sanctions, since individuals who are in relatively close contact 

with each other are able to come to tacit agreements which mirror the "social contract" on 

a smaller scale. 

I have to this point evaded a question that must be addressed: Are sanctions 

actually effective in maintaining social order? Of course, in trying to identify the nomlS of 

a group, this question is not crucial, as long as we can assume that sanctions reflect the 

norms of the group in question. However, some have claimed that some sanctions are 

actually c()ullterproduclive in that they increase the level of offending in a society. For 

example, Elster (1990) claims that norms of revenge and the blood feuds that can result 

from such nonllS involve "only costs and risks, no benefits," and f1ll1her claims that 

feuding cannot possibly reduce the level of violence from what it may be without feuding. 
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To back up these claims, he cites Boehm (1984) as providing evidence that the 

threat of feuding was an incentive to insulting the honor of others, since this threat was 

what bestowed esteem on the individual doing the insulting (which is incidentally similar to 

the explanation for admiring the skills of thieves which I argued against earlier). In any 

case, Elster appears to be guilty of a selective recollection of Boehm's analysis of feuding 

among the Montenegro. In support of this charge, consider the following direct quotes 

from Boehm. 

I am convinced that feuding everywhere is, in effect, an important and complicated 
form of conflict management. This may appear paradoxical at first, because in the 
chapters to come the reader will have to react to the ex[tJremely violent...and 
apparently uncontrollable nature of Montenegrin feuding behavior ... .I shall argue 
that any Montenegrin feud that run its full course necessarily contained two critical 
elements of conflict management...the deliberate limitation of conflict and a 
deliberate attempt to resolve the conflict. (1984: 87) 

.. .1 believe that feuding served as a kind of sanction, because it suppressed certain 
immoral behaviors that people knew were likely to start feuds ... we must assume, 
therefore, that excessive quarreling and giving of insults ... tended to be avoided 
because of the perceived threat of starting a feud. (1984: 88) 

Further, Colson (1974: 42) cites independent reviews conducted by Hoebel and Moore 

which find "scanty" ethnographic evidence for feuding, but much evidence that the fear of 

feuding is widespread and powerful in its effects. Hoebel found that feuding requirements 

in many cultures are greatly exaggerated by the members of the group themselves, and 

that this has the effect of discouraging actions which might lead to feuds, and Moore 

agrees that real violence is rare when c0:11pared to the ubiquitous fear of it (Colson 1974: 

42). This may be why, as mentioned earlier, there were so few references in the data in my 

sample to any attempts to find the guilty party in order to take revenge; it may be that the 
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ethnographers were often simply repeating what their infommnts told them about blood 

revenge and feuding, when actual feuds were rare. 

Elster further argues that norms uf revenge are not functional, and provides the 

following rationale for his conclusion: if a certain group is genetically inclined to take 

revenge, they will have an advantage over other groups and will be able to "impose their 

values on others," which would eventually result in a decrease in the average fitness of the 

group (1990). There are several logical rroblems with this explanation. First, why would 

the "revenge takers" impose their revenfie norms on subordinate groups, when it would be 

obvious to them that this would be haml"ul to their group? Secondly, if the revenge takers 

were to conquer the subordinate group, they would be likely to interbreed, and they would 

therefore become one group. In most cases, revenge was not carried out within the same 

group, so this would also not result in a decrease in the fitness of the group. Finally, 

Elster's premise in this argument is flawed, since he himself claims that revenge-taking 

behavior is universal (although he does r:ot claim that revenge Ilorms are universal). Thus, 

discussing the fitness of "revenge takers" versus "non-revenge takers" cannot be a fruitful 

exercise. 

The major difficulty in answering the question of whether sanctions are in fact 

successful in maintaining social order is that, as I have shown, there are no societies in 

which sanctions are completely absent. Of course, we could compare across groups with 

different levels of offending and analyze the certainty, severity, and speed of sanctions, but 

I am unable to do so with these data due to their lack of specificity and their qualitative 

nature. We could also simply refer to psychological research, which has amply 
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documented the behavioral effects of various stimuli in reducing the level of undesired 

behavior. In any case, we can be fairly certain that sanctions at least do not have 

detrimental effects on social order, and in some cases, such as when the penalty is death 

or expulsion, they certainly decrease the level of offending in a society (assuming the 

offender would continue to offend.) 

Iinplications 

The implications of these findings are significant for both criminological theory and 

sociological theory in general. First, we must abandon the extreme cultural relativism 

which characterizes some theories of crime, especially cultural deviance theories. We 

know that there are groups of people whu meet frequently and engage in criminal 

activities together. In light of the evidence I have presented, however, it is simply not 

justified to refer to these deviant groups as "deviant subcultures," nor is it justified to 

discuss the role of "deviant" nom1S in crime causation. I maintain that these groups are 

better conceived of as collections of relatively unsocialized individuals who come together 

to commit criminal or deviant acts because they tend to enjoy the same deviant activities, 

and are consequently unlikely to sanctio'1 each other for engaging in these acts. While I 

have taken the existence of sanctions as evidence of norms, we must not make the mistake 

of assuming that any individual's failure to sanction another individual is evidence for the 

existence of "deviant norms." Rather, and as I will argue later, it is much more likely that 

these individuals have simply not internalized cultural nonns. 
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Finally, these findings also contain important implications for sociological theory. 

Since considerations of human nature and social order are implicit in all theories of social 

behavior, it is important that they be expiicitly taken into account in explanations of social 

behavior. These findings also demonstrate the intimate connection between the concerns 

of criminology and those of general sociology, which have been very much overlooked in 

the recent history of the discipline. For example, an entire paper session at the 1992 

American Sociological Association's annual conference was dedicated to discussions of 

how to reintegrate criminology and sociology. Another example of this disjuncture can be 

found in some of the sociological research which is explicitly concerned with issues of 

social order, in that crime rates are taken as a measure of social order, while at the same 

time most criminological research does not even mention the issue. Obviously, both areas 

could benefit greatly if the contributions to each were shared with and attended to by the 

other. 

The most important implication of these findings for the rest of the present work is 

that they establish the universality of norms regulating the use of force and fraud, and by 

extension, imply that human nature is in fact in need of regulation. The next question to be 

addressed is, therefore, how is it that we learn to regulate our natural desires, or in other 

words, how are these universal norms internalized? This question is the subject of the 

remainder of this work. 
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Chapter 4: Parental Self-control, Child-rearing Practices, and Children's Delinquency 

The findings of this research to this point suggest that we should abandon the 

notion that deviant behavior is the result of a positive process of learning deviant norms 

from a "deviant subculture." Rather, the weight of the evidence suggests that a search for 

the causes of conformity is likely to be more fruitful. Since it is unlikely that the stability of 

individual differences in rates of deviance over the life course can be explained with 

reference to the actions of the criminal jl1stice system, this analysis focuses on the family's 

influence in producing self-control among children. 

There have been hundreds, if not thousands, of published studies that examine the 

role of the family in producing or inhibiting delinquency among children. In fact, it is 

unlikely that any knowledgeable criminologist would deny that the family has great 

influence on the behavior of children, ami that this influence can have long-term effects. 

However, there is some disagreement over precisely what these effects are. For example, 

some argue that excessive physical punichment or abusive treatment of children teaches 

children that violence is acceptable behavior, even thO~lgh empirical support for this notion 

is limited (Widom 1989a, 1989b; Starr 1988). Of course, this type of explanation runs 

counter to my conception of human natl're, in that it assumes that some force or overt 

cause is required to explain deviant behavior. Similarly, some have argued that a weak 

bond to the family can produce delinquency, but only because the unattached youth is 

more likely to associate with deviant youths and thereby learn to engage in deviant 

behavior (Akers 1973: 292; Akers 1989). In my perspective, there is no need to attempt 
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such an integration of theoretical perspec.tives with opposing assumptions of human nature 

and social order. Rather, it is sufficient to state that inadequacies in the social bond (and 

later, self-control) can lead to rational se!f-interested behavior such as crime. 

In order to explain differences in internalization, I focus here on the processes 

involved in the socialization of children. The general theoretical foundation of the 

hypotheses to be tested can be briefly summarized as follows: children are born with the 

tendency to pursue immediate gratification, regardless of the effects their behavior has on 

others. In other words, children are not born with attachments to or concern for other 

people -- this tendency, like self-controL is learned. Parents, on the other hand, have an 

interest in teaching their children to have concern for others and to control their selfish 

behavior, both because they tend to want what is best for the child in the long run 

(although their degree of concern for the child will vary), and because they will be the 

most likely "victims" of their children's clisruptive and deviant behavior. Thus, parents are 

motivated to try to control their children's behavior, primarily through punishment 

contingent on misbehavior. In addition tl) teaching the child to consider the consequences 

of his or her actions, socialization practices can produce a "conscience" in the child, so 

that he or she can, in a sense, punish hin, or herself for deviation that may go undetected 

by others. This tendency, in turn, should have an additional effect on the child's developing 

ability to control his or her own behavior. Of course, a variety of factors can int1uence 

these processes, which I will now address in more detail. 
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Rational Self-interest and Attachment to Others 

I previously stated (in Chapter 1) that the power of control theory lies in its ability 

to explain both confomling and deviant behavior with reference to the same general 

tendencies, or that control theory can explain prosocial behavior without relying on a 

prosocial conception of human nature. Clearly, humans have an affinity for other people, 

but this fact can be explained within the ·;;ontext of a theory that assumes humans are 

rational and self-interested. 

In a very limited sense, human beings are inherently social, but only to the extent. 

that infants depend on others for survival. This dependence certainly sets the stage for the 

development of attachments to others, but does not require or determine these 

attachments. As Nettler puts it, "Homo Sapiens is born only potentially human. If the 

potentiality is to be realized ... nurturing must take place. Without nurturing, the human 

animal grows up wild" (1974: 217). As ~tated by Hirschi, control theory recognizes that 

our "sensitivity to the opinion of others" can and does vary (Hirschi 1969: 16), although 

he does not attempt to identify the cause of this variation. I maintain that our capacity for 

developing attachments to others depencis primarily on the extent to which others satisfy 

our (self-interested) needs and desires. 

Since a child's caretakers provide his or her primary rewards, or those that are 

inherently reinforcing such as the satisfaction of hunger (Akers 1973: 47), the child comes 

to associate the caretakers with reinforcement. Eventually, the presence of the caretakers 

(usually the mother) comes to be reinforcing in and of itself. Like Pavlov's dogs, we no 
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longer require the presence of the primary reinforcer (food) in order to experience 

pleasure, because the response has generalized to the secondary reinforcer (the sound of a 

bell or the appearance of the mother). What distinguishes people from Pavlov's dogs is 

simply that we have a much greater capr.city to transfer responses from one stimulus to 

another. As stated by Scott, eventually ''the connection between the original stimulus and 

the ultimate conditioned stimulus is so remote that it is difficult to tell what the original 

connection was" (1971: 47-50). Thus, we tend to find interaction with others pleasurable, 

but this pleasure is ultimately dependent on the degree to which our initial needs, which I 

see as being hunger, thirst, physical comfort, and sensory stimulation, are satisfied by 

others. 

In this formulation, the extent to which adequate care is lacking should be 

sufficient to explain individual differenc~s in the strength of social ties. As noted earlier, 

there is some evidence that "maternal" deprivation among infants leads to serious social 

impairment later in life (Hendrick and H~ndrick 1992)1, and Harlow's experiments with 

non-human primates demonstrate similar negative consequences of social deprivation early 

in life (Harlow 1974). Such findings have led Hendrick and Hendrick to conclude that if an 

infant does not develop an emotional atnchment to another person within the first two 

years of life, " .. .it is very difficult--perh,:ps impossible--to learn love as an adult" (1992: 

80). Thus, while human infants seem to have a need for social contact in order to be 

successfully socialized, there is no reason to assume that children all receive adequate 

II make no claim that a child needs to be cared for by his or her biological mother, 
or by a woman. 
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contact with others, nor that their other reeds are sufficiently met. There is therefore no 

justification for assuming that all teenagers and adults are equally sensitive to the opinions 

of others. 

Parental Self-control and Child-rearing Practices 

Of course, attachment in and of itself is not sufficient to produce either social 

control or self-control. In principle, it is possible that attachments to deviant others could 

cause deviant behavior, which would be consistent with cultural deviance theory. Within 

the context of a theory that assumes universal nom1S, however, attachment to anyone is 

likely to inhibit deviant behavior because it increases the potential costs of deviation 

(Hirschi 1969). In addition to serving as an informal social control mechanism, attachment 

can be important in producing self-control. In Gottfredson and Hirschi's self-control 

theory, the attachment of the child to the parent can make the parent's disapproval an 

effective punishment, and the parent's auachment to the child also plays an important role 

in the child's development of self-control. 

According to Gottfredson and H;rschi, in order to teach a child self-control, 

parents must monitor the child's behavior, must recognize deviant behavior when it occurs, 

and they must punish that behavior (1990: 97). Following through wi th these three steps is 

not an easy task, and at times requires considerable effort. Thus, the parent's attachment to 

the child may play an important role in Plotivating the parent to adequately supervise the 

child and to appropriately punish deviant behavior (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 98). 
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There is substantial empirical support for the notion that inadequacies in the 

parent's treatment of children lead to an·.ncreased likelihood of deviant behavior. Poor 

supervision has consistently been shown to predict delinquency (Glueck and Glueck 1950; 

Hirschi 1969; Laub and Sampson 1988). A great deal of attention has been focused on the 

parent's punishment of the child as well, which suggests that overly punitive or very lax 

punishment and disciplinary practices also contribute to the likelihood of delinquency 

(Glueck and Glueck 1950; McCord and McCord 1959; Baumrind 1978; Wells and Rankin 

1988). 

There is similarly ample empirical evidence which demonstrates a strong negative 

relationship between the child's attachment to the parent and delinquency (Hirschi 1969; 

Wiatrowski, Griswold, and Roberts 198!; Cernkovich and Giordano 1987). In fact, the 

relationship between attachment and delinquency is so robust that it is rare to find a study 

of self-reported delinquency that does not measure attachment, even if it is not an essential 

part of the theory being tested. 

It is less common, however, to fi.ld analyses of the effects of the parents' 

attachment to the child. One notable exception can be found in Laub and Sampson's 

(1988) reanalysis of the Gluecks' data. Specifically, they find that the parents' rejection of 

or hostility toward their sons is positively related to the boys' delinquency. In turn, Laub 

and Sampson found that the parents' deViant behavior (criminality/drunkenness) and 

several structural variables (such as residential mobility) have a significant negative effect 

on both the parents' attachment to the boy and the boy's attachment to the parents. 

While Laub and Sampson did not conduct their analyses in order to demonstrate 
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the effects of parental self-control on children's deviant behavior, I believe it is useful to 

conceptualize their results in this manner. Because child-rearing is a process which 

requires substantial effort, and because the rewards of consistent supervision and 

punishment are for the most part only gained at some time in the future, child-rearing 

requires self-control on the part of the parents (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 101). 

The benefit of focusing on paren.:al self-control rather than the more specific 

variable of parental criminality is that it ~!llows us to predict a wider range of both parents' 

and children's behavior. For example, we can explain why children of neglectful parents 

are as likely to engage in violent behavior as children of physically abusive parents 

(Wid om 1989a), whereas theories which rely on learning specific forms of deviance 

cannot. More generally, within the context of cultural deviance theories, there is no way to 

explain the empirical finding that parents with criminal records are less effective parents 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 100). There is no apparent connection between a parent's 

favorable definitions of criminal acts such as theft and his or her skill or diligence as a 

parent. 

The generality of parental self-control is also beneficial because the measurement 

of a general characteristic may help acccunt for some of the variance in children's 

delinquent behavior that would remain u'1explained if only specific parenting measures are 

utilized. Since measurement of sociologi';al variables is almost always imprecise, it is 

unrealistic to assume that we can always tap into the more subtle aspects of a parent-child 

relationship. Gottfredson and Hirschi argue that one such subtlety is the element of the 

parents' recognition of deviant behavior (1990: 10 1), but there is no reason to believe that 
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this is the only variable omitted in much delinquency research. Thus, the measurement of 

parental self-control should enable us to explain more of the variation in children's 

delinquency than if other, more specific variables are used alone. Parental self-control 

should therefore have a direct effect on the child's delinquency in addition to an indirect 

effect through the parents' level of supervision and punishment styles. 

Parental self-control may also prove to be useful in explaining the child's level of 

attachment to the parents. Because children will be attached to the parents to the extent 

that the parents meet their needs, the parents' general level of self-control should be 

related to the child's attachment to the parents, as well as to the parents' child-rearing 

practices and, ultimately, to the child's delinquency. 

In addition, I would suggest that the parents' self-control should be related to their 

attachment to the child, although the causal direction of this relationship is not entirely 

clear. First, we would expect that a parent with low self-control would have had relatively 

weak attachments to his or her own parents, and would therefore be less likely to have 

strong attachments to others, including r,is or her own children. The parent would then be 

less likely to take good care of these children. Another possibility, however, is that parents 

with low self-control may initially be attached to their child, but still fail to adequately 

socialize the child, which would result in the child being more disruptive and disobedient. 

Since attachment or an investment in the child are necessary but not sufficient to produce 

self-control in the child, this possibility is consistent with Gottfredson and Hirschi's theory 

(1990: 98). Assuming that disruptive and disobedient children are "less 
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lovable," the parent may then become less attached to the child.2 In any case, it is 

reasonable to hypothesize a relationship between parental self-control and the parents' 

attachment to the child, although the data to be analyzed in this study do not allow a test 

for the causal direction of the relationship. 

Child-rearing and Guilt Feelings 

The notion that gUilt feelings play an important role in the inhibition of deviant 

behavior has been somewhat neglected by sociologists, but has recently been shown 

renewed interest in the theories of Wilson and Herrnstein (1985) and Braithwaite (1989), 

among others. As noted in Chapter 1, I s;!e the development of guilt feelings as an 

intem1ediate step in the development of self-control. Like self-control, guilt is produced 

through socialization, and can serve as a source of punishment even when a deviant act 

has gone undetected by others. 

The tem1S guilt and shame are sometimes used interchangeably (see for example 

Braithwaite 1989 and Aronfreed 1968), out it is important to draw some distinctions 

between the two. Guilt is often used to refer to a negative affective state caused by 

consideration of the consequences of one's actions for another person, and shame usually 

refers to a similarly aversive state that is produced when one's transgressions are visible to 

2There is some evidence that abusive parents simply perceive their infants as being 
more difficult to raise than most childrer , and that abusive parents are more likely than 
nonabusive parents to view child-rearinr as a simple task rather than a complex one (Starr 
1988). This suggests that these parents' expectations of child-rearing may be unrealistic, 
which may in turn be related to low self-control. 
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other people (Aronfreed 1968: 245-249). Put differently, guilt can be seen as a purely 

internal reaction to some real or imagined deviation, while shame depends more explicitly 

on the reactions of others (McCandless 1969; Rainwater 1988). These are the definitions 

of guilt and shame that I will utilize for this study, and I will use the term conscience to 

refer to the extent to which an individual tends to feel guilty. 

While I agree with Braithwaite's contention that shame can lead to guilt (1989: 

57), I disagree with his conclusion that since "guilt induction and shaming are both 

criticism by others" we do not need to be concerned with making fine distinctions between 

the two. On the contrary, if shaming cau:.;es one to feel guilty independent of the reactions 

of others, and if this feeling of guilt linh the shaming process to behavior, we should be 

very much concerned with the distinction between the two. 

An analysis of the role of guilt feelings is also potentially important in contrasting 

control theory with cultural deviance theories, especially Akers' differential association

reinforcement theory (Burgess and Akers 1966; Akers 1973). Akers states that 

"neutralizing" definitions, rationalizations, or excuses are very important in the learning of 

crime in that they are used as a defense against "punishment that comes from social 

disapproval of the activity by oneself and others" (1973: 56). In other words, the process 

of negative reinforcement of deviant behavior through avoidance of punishment 

contributes greatly to the learning of deviant behavior. Although Akers states that the 

individual may disapprove of his or her own actions, the emphasis in his theory is on 

rationalization of the behavior before it i<; actually engaged in. This leads to what I believe 

is a serious problem with Akers' theory as well as with cultural deviance theories in 
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general, which is that they deny the possibility that guilt feelings can occur after a 

transgres5ion. If "definitions unfavorabk to violation of law" (Sutherland and Cressey 

1966) are neutralized before the act is committed, the individual is simply conforming to 

an alternative set of norms, and experien~ing gUilt feelings is therefore logically 

impossible. 

My conception of the process by which guilt is produced is most similar to that 

described by Aronfreed (1968: 306-312). As stated by Aronfreed, when an affective bond 

exists between the parent and child, "".children come to evaluate, suppress, and correct 

their transgressions, in ways which correspond to the previous reactions of their parents, 

as part of an acquired and powerfully generalized disposition to reproduce the role of a 

nurturant model" (1968: 3(6). In other words, the parent is a source of reward for the 

child, and the child is therefore motivated to internally reproduce his or her reactions to 

the parent's behavior. 

One problem with this concepticn, noted by Aronfreed (1968: 3(8), is that it does 

not explain the child's inclination to repnduce the punishing behavior of the parent, since 

there is a general motivation to experience rewarding consequences regardless of one's 

behavior. One way to resolve this problem is to argue that guilt is the internalization of a 

similar negative affective state which ha<; been produced in the past through parental 

punishment after a child's transgression. This process is entirely plausible, since learned 

responses need not be consciously chosen or controlled (l-Iefferline, Keenan, and Harford, 

1959). 

As summarized by Scott (1971), albeit without reference to internal states like 
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guilt feelings, children are rewarded for expressions of repentance after being caught doing 

something wrong. The expressions can then themselves be reinforced by the parent's 

forgiveness, for instance. Scott believes Ihat this process in and of itself is sufficient to 

account for reports of guilt by those who have violated norms, but I believe that the actual 

emotional experience of the transgressor should be taken into account. 

The approaches of Aronfreed and Scott can be usefully combined as follows: The 

child who is attached to the parent will feel emotional distress upon being punished hy the 

parent. Eventually, if the parent is fairly consistent in punishing deviant behavior, this 

negative affect is conditioned so that it occurs after deviation even in the absence of 

external sources of punishment. During the course of punishment, the parent may tell the 

child that he or she should feel bad, guilty, sorry, and so forth, or may require the child to 

say "I'm sorry" to any injured parties. The child thereby learns to label this emotional 

reaction to punishment by the parent as guilt. Of course, the parent need not play such a 

direct role in the child's labeling of the emotional state as guilt, since there are ample 

opportunities elsewhere for the child to learn that the bad feeling that comes after 

deviation is called "guilt". If the parent coes so "instruct" the child, it should have the 

effect of speeding the labeling process. The labeling of this emotional state is seen as 

important also because it allows the child to attribute the unpleasant affect not to the fact 

that he or she has been or may be punished, but to the fact that he or she has done 

something wrong. In other words, the child attributes the emotion to a violation of 

objective standards of right and wrong rather than to any external consequences the 

behavior may have. 
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There is empirical support for the notion that psychological forms of punishment 

are superior to physical punishment in the inhibition of deviant behavior (Walters and 

Parke 1967). For example, Aronfreed maintains that inductive or sensitizing punishment, 

which involves the withdrawal of love and verbalization of the consequences of the 

wrongdoing for others, tends to increase the likelihood that standards of behavior will 

become internalized (1968: 315). AlthOl.;gh Aronfreed obtained mixed results for the 

importance of the verbal component of punishment when compared with the importance 

of the immediacy of punishment, it may be that immediate punishment in combination with 

a verbal component is most effective in "assist[ingl the transfer of training to other 

situations" (Feldman 1977: 46). This vie.v is quite consistent with my perspective, in that I 

see the verbalization of the reasons for punishment as leading to an internal attribution of 

the negative affective state that occurs with punishment (provided the punishment is 

administered by someone to whom the cl)ild is attached.) 

The explanation for deviant behavior proposed here can be briefly summarized as 

follows. Children must be taught to control their natural, selfish impulses. Parents play the 

most important role in this process, sinc~ they are the primary agents of socialization for 

young children. Since socialization and the care of children require a great deal of effort, 

the parents' self-control will have a major impact on the likelihood that children are 

successfully taught to control their own ~ehavior. The impact of parental self-control is 

potentially very great, since it may be related to the parents' attachment to the child, the 

likelihood that the child will be well-~ared for, and consequently, the child's attachment to 

the parent. Parental self-control should also influence the parents' style of punishment. so 
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that parents with low self-control will te'ld to use punishments that are "easy, short-term, 

and insensitive," such as hitting, yelling, and making threats against the child (Gottfredson 

and Hirschi 1990: 10 l). In turn, parental self-control, attachment in both directions, and 

the parents' child-rearing practices shoulti all have an impact on the child's development of 

guilt feelings, and all of these variables should ultimately be related to the child's level of 

delinquent or disruptive behavior. Put simply, children raised by caring, supportive parents 

who put substantial effort into the child-rearing process are expected to engage in less 

delinquent behavior. 

Hypotheses 

The major hypotheses tested in this study are the following: 

1. Parental self-control is positively correlated with parental attachment to the 
child, and with constructive child-rearing practices. Specifically, parents with high 
self-control wi1l set appropriate rules for the child; they will be strict and will 
adequately supervise the child but will not be overly punitive; they will engage in 
more constructive fomls of puni~hment and will be less likely to threaten, yell at, 
or make fun of the child; children of parents with high self-control will perceive 
them as being more supportive and rewarding than will children of parents with 
lower self-control. 

2. Parental self-control, parental dttachment to the child, and the constructive 
child-rearing practices noted in Hypothesis I are positively related to the child's 
attachment to the parent. Parents' punitiveness, in contrast, is negatively related to 
the child's attachment to the parent. 

3. Parental self-control, attachmtnt to the child, constructive child-rearing 
practices, and the child's attachn'ent to the parent are positively related to the 
likelihood that the child experien.::es feelings of guilt after deviation. In addition, 
the parents' use of explanations hr punishment (hereafter referred to as the verbal 
component of punishment) are pusitively related to the child's experiencing guilt 
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feelings. 

4. All of the variables noted in Hypothesis 3 will be negatively related to the child's 
level of deviant and delinquent behavior. 

Oath and Methods 

The data utilized for this study are drawn from the first two waves of the National 

Survey of Children (NSC), conducted in 1976 and 1981 (Zm, Furstenburg Jr., Peterson, 

and Moore, 1988). The sample is a natio.1al random sample of children, most of whom 

were ages 7 through 11 in 1976, with an average age of about 9 years old. Only the data 

for those children who were included in both waves of the survey are utilized (N= 1423). 

The racial and ethnic composition of the sample is predominately Anglo (N= 1036) and 

African American (N=337). Because there were only 50 children falling into the other 

racial or ethnic categories, the categorie~ were collapsed and race was coded as either 

Anglo (0) or non-Anglo (1). 

A unique benefit of these data is that both children and parents were interviewed in 

both waves, and both were asked questions about the child's delinquency and the nature of 

the parent-child relationship. Unfortunately, however, the questions from the two waves 

are not identical for some variables, and some of the variables of most interest in the 1981 

data were not included in the 1976 questionnaire, such as the child's attachment to the 

parents. The complete lists of items for all of the scales constructed for each wave are 

included in the Appendix, along with their reliability scores. I have presented simple 

statistics for the central variables and scales in Tables 4.1 and 4.2. 
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Table 4.1: Simple Statistics for 1976 Variables. 

Variable N Mean Std Dev Min Max 

Child's Age 1423 8.973 1.583 6 12 
Child's Race 1423 0.272 0.445 0 1 
Child's Sex 1423 0.499 0.500 0 1 
Mother's Self-control 1235 0.301 8.596 -39.242 21.196 
Father's Self-control 1079 0.337 4.231 -16.617 6.807 
Parents' Self-control 

(Total) 945 2.698 10.255 -43.640 28.004 
Parent's Attachment 1423 3.696 0.573 0 4 
Supervision: 

Knows Friends 1210 4.338 1.068 5 
Knows Where 

Child Is 1422 4.563 0.758 5 
Makes Child 

Follow Rules 1423 1.743 0.437 I 2 
Rules for Child 1412 2.363 1.452 0 7 
Rewarding 1410 3.l30 1.403 0 5 
Punishment: 

Spanks 1415 0.650 0.477 0 
Sent to Room 1413 0.644 0.479 0 
Restricts 1412 0.556 0.497 0 
Yells 1415 0.818 0.386 0 
Makes Fun 1412 0.075 0.264 0 
Acts Like Doesn't 

Love 1414 0.038 0.192 0 
No T.V. 1411 0.482 0.500 0 

Guilt 1416 0.842 0.365 0 
SR Delinquency 1423 0.718 0.746 0 3 
Parent's Report: 

Child's Delinquency 
(Logged) 1423 0.664 0.567 0 2.197 
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Table 4.2: Simple Statistics for 1981 Variables. 

N Mean Std Dev Min Max 
Mother Variables 

Self-control 1297 0.054 6.815 -27.65 15.18 
Attachment 1416 2.237 0.737 0 3 
Strictness 1377 4.572 1.264 0 6 
Punitiveness 1380 2.442 1.670 0 10 
Supportiveness 1378 5.398 1.064 0 6 
Rewarding 1379 5.144 1.754 0 8 
Punishment: 

Verbal 1380 1.606 0.563 0 2 
Sent to Room 1379 0.521 0.679 0 2 
Privileges 1379 0.716 0.678 0 2 

Father Variables 

Self-control 987 -0.232 4.978 -26.14 8.33 
Attachment 1058 1.921 0.866 0 3 
Strictness 1005 4.700 1.408 0 6 
Punitiveness 1046 2.224 1.704 0 10 
Supportiveness 1043 5.091 1.374 0 6 
Rewarding 1048 5.220 2.310 0 9 
Punishment: 

Verbal 1048 1.418 0.669 0 2 
Sent to Room 1047 0.441 0.641 0 2 
Privileges 1048 0.710 0.676 0 2 

Other 1981 Variables 

Parer-ts' Self-control 910 1.187 9.346 -34.130 23.511 
Attachment to: 

Mother 1378 4.202 1.467 0 6 
Father 1046 3.952 1.646 1 6 

Rules for Child 1381 2.656 l.014 0 4 
Guilt 1387 0.830 0.376 0 
SR Delinquency 

(Logged) 1423 1.564 0.796 0 3.296 
Parent's Report: 

Child's Delinquency 
(Logged) 1423 0.696 0.698 0 2.639 
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Overall, the 1981 data are superior in that more specific questions regarding 

parental supervision and attachment between parent and child were included, and because 

there are more measures of self-reported delinquency in 1981. In addition, questions 

relating to the parents' reward and punishment of the child, supervision of the child, and 

rules for the child in 1976 were only ask~d of the parent who was interviewed (in the vast 

majority of cases for both years the mother was interviewed), but in 1981 this information 

was gathered for both parents (when two parents were living in the household at the time 

of the interview.) In spite of the weaknesses in the 1976 data, I chose to analyze them in 

part because the stability of self-controlu.nd delinquency is an important component of my 

theoretical perspective. For example, one of the goals of the analysis is to show a 

relationship between parental self-control and the child's attachment to the parent. Since 

the theoretical justification of this prediction is partly dependent on the parents' treatment 

of the child from birth, which was not measured in this study, the finding that parental self

control is stable from 1976 to 1981 provides some support for the assumption that 

parental self-control would also be stable from the birth of the child until 1976. 

While these data were not specifically collected for the purpose of measuring 

parental self-control, they lend themselves readily to this purpose. According to 

Gottfredson and Hirschi, engaging in behavior with the following characteristics is 

indicative of low self-control: the act prGvides "immediate gratitication of desires"; "easy 

or simple gratification of desires"; it is "exciting, risky, or thrilling"; it provides "few or 

meager long-tern1 benefits"; it requires ";ittle skill or planning"; and often results in "pain 

or discomfort" for others (1990: 89). Some of the components of my parental self-control 
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scale follow from this definition, and others are based on Gottfredson and Hirschi's 

speciiic empirical predictions. For exam~le, those with low self-control "tend to have 

unstable marriages" (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 89). Five items in the 1976 parental 

self-control scale (item numbers 1,25,6, and 26, listed in the Appendix) and 6 items in 

the 1981 scale (numbers 1,2,3,11,13, and 14) are direct measures of marital stability. 

These items were scored so that those wl]o had only been married once and who had 

never been divorced received higher scale scores than those who had never been married 

or who had been married two or more times. Similarly, respondents who rated their 

marriages as happier overall received higher self-control scores. 

Gottfredson and Hirschi also pre::iict that those with low self-control will tend to 

" ... drink, use drugs, ... have children out of wedlock, and engage in illicit sex" (1990: 90). 

The 1981 scale includes two direct measures of drinking and drug use (items 16 and 18), 

and one item that I included as an indicator of both drug use and marital stability (item 12, 

or how frequently the respondent argues with his or her spouse over drinking and drug 

use). These items were scored so that the less frequently the respondent used drugs and 

argued with his or her spouse, the higher the self-control score. 

In addition to their assertion that having children out of wedlock and engaging in 

illicit sex is indicative of low self-contro!, Gottfredson and Hirschi present empirical 

evidence of a relationship between low ~elf-control and the number of children one has. 

Robins' (1978) found that children who '.vere identified as having behavior problems were 

less likely to have children later in life, but if they did have children, they were likely to 

have more than those without such behavior problems. (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 
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93-94). The adults in the NSC sample ali have children (in the vast majority of cases 

biological children), so the data do not allow a comparison of childless adults with parents. 

There were, however, a variety of indicators of childbearing that were included in the 

parental self-control scale. In the 1976 scale, items 3, II, 12, 13, 14, and 15 were included 

as indirect measures of the parents' sexual behavior. Item 15 is a direct indicator of 

unplanned pregnancy, and item 13 indicates whether the parent regretted having children. 

Both of these items are particularly good measures of self-control, since they indicate 

engaging in behavior without adequately considering the future consequences of the 

behavior. Similarly, I included item 12 (mother's age at first childbirth) as a measure of 

self-control based on the assumption that very young women and girls are less likely to be 

married and are less likely to actively tl) to become pregnant. For example, one woman in 

the sample had first given birth at age 14, and it would be very unusual in modern United 

States society for a girl that young to actively attempt to become pregnant. The 1981 scale 

contains four items identical to those in the 1976 scale (items 23 through 26), which were 

of course highly correlated with the 1976 measures. The scoring for these items follows 

the pattern for the earlier items, so that those with fewer children or pregnancies, those 

who were older at the time of first childhirth, and those who had planned to become 

pregnant had higher self-control scores. Item 15 (1976) and item 26 (1981) were coded as 

dichotomies, so only the response that t!le respondent "wanted to become pregnant at that 

time" was coded 1 and all other responses (including that the woman "didn't care" whether 

or not she became pregnant) were codec! O. 

Because Gottfredson and Hirschi hold that those with low self-control tend to not 
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possess or value cognitive skills, and because having low self-control is inconsistent with 

persistence in a course of action, the parents' educational levels and their aspirations and 

expectations for their children's education were included in the self-control scale. In 

addition, I included item 27 in the 1976 scale (the interviewer's rating of the parent's 

apparent intelligence) as an indicator of the parents' verbal or cognitive skills. Those with 

higher levels of education, higher aspirations and expectations for their children's 

education, and greater verbal or cognitive abilities received higher scale scores. 

The self-control scales for both years also include several items dealing with 

parents' evaluation of their child-rearing 'ikills, which should be indicative of self-control 

because child-rearing is clearly a difficul~ task with primarily long-ternl rewards.3 For both 

waves of the survey, parents who rate their child-rearing skills as consistent (item 8 in 

1976, item 4 in 1981), who report fewer instances of "losing control" of themselves in 

dealing with their children, and who rate their general parenting skills more highly were 

scored higher in self-control. In addition, the 1981 scales include measures of the degree 

of responsibility the parents take in raising the children, which were coded 0 if they 

responded that they take "too little" responsibility and 1 otherwise. 

The next set of items included in the self-control scale relate to the parents' 

3The parents' self-control scales include several items measuring parents' 
evaluations of their own parenting, whic!"! some may see as problematic because two 
different measures of the same variable are held to be causally related. However, this is not 
a serious problem because the other partnting variables analyzed are the children's reports 
of their parents' behavior. In addition, the parents' self-ratings are correlated with the other 
variables in the self-control scales, and these scales themselves are internally consistent. 
This actually gives added validity to the claim that parents' self-control is related to their 
parenting skills. 
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physical and mental health, and two iterr.s related to the child's health were included in the 

1976 scale. While Gottfredson and Hirschi do not make specific predictions about the 

possible relationship between health and self-control, they note evidence that those who 

engage in criminal behavior are more libly to be involved in accidents, such as house fires 

and auto accidents, and are more likely to die young. Of course, there are many health 

conditions that bear little or no relationship to an individual's behavior, and I am not 

claiming that all instances of illness or injury are caused by the individual him or herself. 

There are, however, several reasons to believe that many illnesses stem from the 

individual's carelessness and could therefore be prevented. The health risks of smoking and 

alcohol or drug use are indisputable, and provide an excellent example of how low self

control can lead to health problems. Similarly, we would expect people who tend to be 

involved in accidents of many types to suffer injuries from those accidents; we would 

expect those who have sex with multiple partners to be more likely to become infected 

with sexually transmitted diseases; and we would expect that those who are easily angered 

would be more likely to be wounded in fistfights. Even simple steps like eating right, 

getting enough sleep, and washing ones' hands frequently can prevent many minor forms 

of illness. 

I chose to include measures of the child's health in the 1976 parental self-control 

scale on the assumption that children who are well cared for will be less likely to get sick 

or be injured. Again, this is by no means a perfect indicator of parental self-control, since 

many illnesses cannot be prevented. There are many reasons, however, that the parents' 

behavior could have an impact on children's health, especially among younger children. 
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For example, inadequate supervision car lead to accidents, and a mother's behavior and 

eating habits during pregnancy can have lasting effects on her children's health. 

Responsible parents will also be more likely to seek medical and dental care for their 

children, which is why I included item 16 in the 1976 scale (a dichotomous variable 

measuring whether the child had been to the dentist within the past year.) Parents' ability 

to prevent health problems among older children is no doubt more difficult than among 

younger children, and these measures were therefore not included in the 1981 parental 

self-control scale. 

The mental health items were included in the self-control scales in part because 

Robins' (1966) found that hospitalization for psychiatric problems is correlated with a 

variety of behavior problems, which were apparently not causally related to the psychiatric 

problems (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990: 94). We would also expect. however, that those 

with low self-control would be more likely to experience the relatively minor forms of 

psychological difficulty measured in the NSC, such as feeling "sad or blue" or "nervous, 

tense, and edgy." For example, people h<:ving problems with their marriage would 

certainly be likely to have such problems, and poor health, few friends, and unstable 

employment are also likely to be related to sadness or stress. 

Finally, in addition to the interviewer's evaluation of the parents' apparent 

intelligence, there were several interviewer items in the 1976 data that are fairly direct 

behavioral measures of parental self-control. These items indicate whether the parent 

appeared to be paying attention to the interviewer, whether the parent seemed to be 

truthful, and whether the parent yelled at others during the interview. These are 
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particularly good measures of self-contrcl because a public display of "deviant" behavior is 

a better indicator of low self-control than more private behavior (Gottfredson and Hirschi 

1990: 90). 

Since the self-control scales cont'lined a large number of items with different 

metrics, the variables included in the scales were first standardized and then summed to 

construct the scales. While the Cronbacl:'s alpha coefficients for the total parental self

control scales were acceptable in both waves (.79 in 1976 and .75 in 1981), constructing a 

summed scale caused a substantial increl!se in the number of systematically missing cases 

because many of the questions were not asked in households with no father present. For 

this reason, I divided the self-control scales into two separate components, one including 

variables related only to mothers and one relating only to fathers. I then used the total 

scale for one set of regression analyses, and used only the mother-related variables for 

another set of analyses in order to maximize the number of cases in the analyses. Since the 

results for the regression analyses I conducted that included the fathers' variables were not 

substantially different from those with only the mothers' variables, I only present results 

for the mother-only regressions. The separate parental self-control scales were used in 

testing for the relationship between parent's self-control and parent's attachment to the 

child, and in the prediction of the child's attachment to each parent, since the 1981 data 

included separate measures of attachment to each parent. The correlations between the 

various self-control scales for each wav(, are presented in Table 4.3, which demonstrates 

the stability of self-control over time as well as the relationship between mother and 

father's self-control. 
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Table 4.3: Pearson Correlation Coefficients, Parents' Self-control, 1976 and 1981. * 

1976 1981 

Parents Mother Father Parents Mother Father 

1976 
Parents .935 .750 .700 .692 .448 
Mother .467 .649 .734 .338 
Father .556 .427 .514 

1981 
Parents .871 .811 
Mother .420 
Father 

*AlI correlations significant at <.000 lev·~l. N's range from 792-1297. 

All of the other scales constructed for the analyses were also additive, and with the 

exception of the delinquency scales, were straightforward to construct because the 

questions composing them were intended to measure a single underlying variable. The 

items in the delinquency scales (self-reported delinquency in 1976 and 1981 4
) were 

recoded so that they measure both incidence and prevalence of delinquent or deviant 

behavior. For example, some questions only measured whether or not the child had ever 

engaged in a particular fonn of deviant behavior, while others measured the number of 

times the child had engaged in a certain hehavior within a specified time frame. In 

constructing the delinquency scales, the responses were coded so that if a child had ever 

41 also analyzed delinquency sca!es constructed from the parents' reports for both 
waves. Those results are not presented h~re, mainly because the findings do not lead to 
substantively different conclusions. 
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engaged in a particular act, his or her score for that item was 1 (0 otherwise), and for 

those items including measures of incidence, the child's score was the number of times he 

or she had engaged in it. This method of constructing the scales assumes theoretical 

equivalence of all of the items in the scales, since for example a child who had run away 

from home twice would have the same scale score as a child who had stolen something 

once and had damaged school property once. While this approach is somewhat 

unorthodox, it is justified by Gottfredsor. and Hirschi's assertion that particular fomls of 

deviance are causally equivalent, and that any apparent specialization is due primarily to 

differences in opportunity (1990: 92). Tl1is approach is also empirically justified, because 

prior research has detenllined that "the best measures of delinquency appear to be those 

that consider a wide range of delinquent acts committed over a long span of time" 

(Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis 1981: 218). Further, all of the items included in the scales 

were positively and significantly correlated with each other, and the Cronbach's alpha 

coefficient for the 1981 self-reported delinquency scale was acceptably high (.75). The 

1976 scale was not sufficiently reliable (Crohnbach's alpha=.22), and it was therefore not 

analyzed as a dependent variable. 5 The 1 ::>81 delinquency scale was, as is often the case, 

skewed toward the low end of the scale. The range of scores on the 17-item scale was 0 to 

26 (26 was the maximum possible), with a mean score of 5.3 and a median of 4. For this 

reason, the scale used for the regression analyses is the log of the scale score plus I (since 

5In general, an alpha reliability Of .70 is considered acceptable (Spector 1976: 32). 
I have adopted a less stringent requiremtnt for some of the scales in this research, partly 
because they include only a few items, which reduces alpha coefficients. In all cases, the 
interitem and item-remainder correlations were positive and significant. 
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the low score on the scale was 0, which ::annot be logged). 

Results 

The results of the test of hypothesis 1 are presented in Tables 4.4 and 4.5. Since 

parental self-control was hypothesized to be related to a large number of variables, simple 

correlational analyses were conducted for each wave of the survey. Overall, the results 

provide moderate support for the hypothesis, with 14 of 26 coefficients significant in 1976 

and 11 of 17 significant in 1981. 

While none of the coefficients is very large, these results are encouraging for 

simple bivariate correlations. The finding that parents' self-control is related to the parents' 

attachment to the child is particularly important for my perspective. First, we would 

expect that parents with lower levels of ~elf-control would be less attached to others in 

general, including their own children. Many of the child-rearing variables presented in 

Tables 4.4 and 4.5 are also related to self-control in the expected direction, which 

provides some support for the notion that these parents are less effective in producing 

well-behaved, likable children. In other words, the parents rear disobedient and disruptive 

children, but regardless of the fact that they have "caused" this behavior themselves, they 

are less attached to them because of it. This explanation obviously rests on the fact 

(demonstrated earlier) that we all have some of the same preferences for others' behavior, 

which are most apparent when others' behavior affects us negatively. 



Table 4.4: Pearson Correlation Coefficients of Mother and Father's Self-control with 
Parents' Attachment To Child and Parenting Variables, 1976. 

Mother's Self-control 

Attachment to Child .127*"'* 
Supervision: 

Knows Friends .327*** 
Knows Where Child Is .111 *** 

Makes Child Follow Rules .035 
Rules for Child -.134*"'* 
Parent Rewarding -.076*>1-
Punishment: 

Spanks -.151 *>!-* 
Sent to Room .020 
Restricts .029 
Yells .074*::' 
Makes Fun -.l30*** 
Acts Like Doesn't Love -.094*>!-* 
No T.V. .030 

Number of Cases 1059-1235 

Father's Self-control 

.072* 

.196*** 

.120*** 
-.009 
-.036 
-.042 

-.036 
.046 
.069* 
.028 

-.115*** 
-'()48 
-.002 

932-1079 

Table 4.5: Pearson Correlation Coefficients of Mother and Father's Self-control with 
Parents' Attachment to Child and Parenting Variables, 1981. 

Attachment 
Strictness 
Punitiveness 
Supportiveness 
Rewarding 
Punishment: 

Verbal 
Sent to Room 
Privileges 

Rules for Child 

Number of Cases 

Mother's Self-cortrol Father's Self-control 

.171 *** 

.036 
-.121*~;* 

.113*** 

.056* 

.037 
-.080*'" 
-.019 

Parents' Self-control (Combined) 
'()24 

1263-1~94 

.293*** 

.190*** 
-.126*** 
.208*** 
.138*** 

.155*** 
-.022 
.037 

889-987 

For all tables, *= signiticant at or beyond the .05 level, **=.01, and ***=.001. 
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In general, the 1976 child-rearing variables are more strongly related to mother's 

self-control than to fathers. This was expected because, as noted earlier, data for those 

variables were only collected for one of .he parents, in the vast majority of cases the 

mother. It was nevertheless desirable to analyze the relationships between father's self

control and these child-rearing variables. because mother's and father's self-control are 

highly correlated (see Table 4.3), and because it is very likely that mother's and father's 

responses to many of these questions would be identical or at least highly related (as they 

were in the 1981 data). For example, it would be unusual for a mother and father living in 

the same household to have different niles about the child's bedtime. In any case, the 

correlations between father's self-control and the parenting variables measured in 1976 

should be interpreted with caution. 

Two variables are significantly rdated to self-control in the direction opposite to 

that predicted. The number of rules for tne child was negatively related to mother's self

control in 1976 (it was not significantly correlated to father's 1976 self-control and was 

also nonsignificant in 1981). One explanation for this finding lies in the nature of the scale 

itself, since it is composed of the children's reports of whether or not they had rules 

pertaining to a variety of behaviors. Whrn I originally constructed the scale, I expected 

that the more rules a child had, the better supervised he or she was likely to be. However, 

it is plausible that a child may not be aware of a "rule" against swearing, for example, if he 

or she had never sworn in the presence of parents (a possibility especially for the younger 

children in the sample). These results, as well as the fact that this variable was not 

significantly related to delinquency in the analyses presented below, suggest that the 
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simple number of rules parents set for a child is not a particularly good measure of 

supervision, or that it may be confounded with the child's previous level of deviant 

behavior or the parents' punitiveness. Further analysis of this variable has shown that it is 

negatively correlated with the 1981 rules variable, and that it is positively (but weakly) 

correlated with the parent making fun of the child and acting as if he or she does not love 

the child, which casts further doubt on the validity of this variable as a measure of 

supervision. 

The other variable that was significantly related to mother's self-control in the 

direction opposite to that predicted is the child's report of the mother's rewarding behavior 

in 1976. Like the rules scale, this scale is an additive measure of the number of different 

ways the parent rewards the child when he or she "has been especially good." This finding 

is difficult to explain, especially because the 1981 measure of mother's rewarding behavior 

is positively related to mother's self-control in 1981. One possible explanation is simply 

that the 1981 scale is a better measure, since the four items that comprise it are measured 

on a three-point scale as opposed to the dichotomous response categories used in 1976. 

This is also reflected in the greater reliability in the 198 I scale, which has a Cronbach's 

alpha coefficient of .63 as compared to ,In alpha of .54 in 1976. 

The relationships between mother's self-control and the specific fonns of 

punishment in 1976 were interesting in t:1<1t the less constructive punishments were 

negatively related to mother's self-control (except yelling, which was positively related), 

but none of the more constructive punisrments was significantly related. It appears that 

mothers with low self-control are not les", likely to use constructive forms of punishment 
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like sending the child to his or her room, but that they are more likely to use the more 

punitive forms of punishment such as spanking and making fun of the child. This 

conclusion is also justified by the fact th<1t it was not possible to combine the various 1976 

punishment items into reliable "construc,ive" and "nonconstructive" components, because 

some of the "constructive" punishments were more highly correlated with some of the 

"nonconstructive" punishments than with each other.6 In other words, mothers with low 

self-control are just as likely to use constructive fomls of punishment as parents with 

higher levels of self-control, but they are more likely to also use nonconstructive fomls of 

punishment. The only two punishment variables significantly related to father's self-control 

are whether or not the parent uses restriction as a foml of punishment, which was positive 

but very weak (.069), and whether or not the parent makes fun of the child, which was 

relatively strong and negative. A weakness in the 1976 measures of punishment is that 

they were measured as dichotomies, so t~HIt differences in the parents' frequency of use 

cannot be ascertained. 

The 1981 results are somewhat different in that the relationships between father's 

self-control and father's parenting are sl10nger than those between mother's self-control 

and parenting. Similarly, the correlation between father's self-control and his level of 

attachment to the child is the strongest of all of the relationships presented in Tables 4.4 

and 4.5. This can be explained in part by the greater variation in the fathers' parenting 

variables than in the mothers', although this is not true of the self-control measures, which 

6Three of the 1981 punishment i~ems, those I conceptualized as "constructive," 
were also not sufficiently intercorrelated to combine as a scale, ancl were thus included 
separately in all of the analyses. 
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had less variation among fathers. In general, the results for 1981 are quite t~lVorable except 

for the lack of significant relationships b'!tween mother's self-control and her strictness and 

use of verbal punishment. 

The results for the test of hypothl!sis 2 are presented in Table 4.6. Overall, the 

results are supportive of the hypothesis for the child's attachment to both mother and 

father (as noted previously, the 1976 datd did not include a measure of the child's 

attachment to the parents, so these results are for the 1981 data only.) Children report 

being significantly more attached to mothers and fathers who are attached to the child 

(according to the parents' reports), who have higher levels of self-control, who the child 

perceives as loving and supportive, who engage in a variety of rewarding behavior with 

greater frequency, are less punitive, who lise verbal punishment, and are their biological 

parents. There were some differences in the results for attachment to mothers and fathers, 

notably that boys are more attached to tl- eir fathers than girls are, and that African 

AmeIican and other minoIity children ar,;: more attached to their mothers and less attached 

to their fathers than Anglo children are. While no specific predictions were made with 

regard to the relationship between attacr.ment to parents and age, it was interesting that 

older children in the sample are less attached to their parents than younger children. 
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Table 4.6: Pearson Correlation Coefficients of Parents' Self-control and Parenting with 
Children's Attachment to Parents, 1981. 

Attachment to Mother Attachment to Father 

Sex .015 .191*** 
Age -.135*** -.081 ** 
Parent's Attachment 

To Child? .317*** .394*** 
Parent's Self-control .076** .203*** 
Perception of 

Parent's Supportiveness 0440*** .583*** 
Rules for Child .201 *** .149*** 
Parent Rewarding All *** 0430*** 
Parent's Punitiveness -.167*** -.151*** 
Parent's Strictness .214*** .343*** 
Punishment: 

Verbal .197*** .333*** 
Sends to Room .081 ** .062* 
Privileges .013 .006 

Mother Working .031 
Biological Parent -.130*** -.226*** 
Family Income 1980 .018 .080** 
Child's Race .089*** -.082** 

Number of Cases 1263-1378 964-1046 

"lFor all variables including the term "parent" in the variable name, the information 
pertains to the appropriate parent depending on which child's attachment variable is 
analyzed. 
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The results for hypothesis 3 are presented in Tables 4.7 and 4.8. The measure of 

guilt feelings for each wave is simply the child's yes or no response to the question "Do 

you feel ashamed when you've done sotr.ething you know is wrong?" Although the 

question uses the word "ashamed" and not guilty, since the question does not make 

reference to detection by parents or others it can more properly be seen as a measure of 

internalized guilt. The majority of childr~n in both waves of the survey reported that they 

felt guilt after deviation (approximately 84% in each wave), which in itself provides 

support for the idea that we can "violate the rules in which we believe" (Hirschi 1969: 23), 

and which would be difficult for cultural deviance theories to explain. 

For the 1976 data, it was encoun,ging that 8 of the 22 independent variables were 

significantly related to guilt feelings, although the parent's attachment to the child and 

parental self-control were not significantly related. The finding that the number of rules is 

negatively related to the child's tendency to feel guilt was not expected, but is consistent 

with the previous finding that parents with low self-control in 1976 tended to have more 

rules for the child. The 1981 results were more favorable in that the father's attachment 

and self-control were related to guilt feelings, as was the child's attachment to both 

parents. Further, in 1976 the three constructive punishment variables were all positively 

related to guilt feelings, and in 1981, mothers' strictness and both parents' verbal 

punishment were positively related to the child's guilt. While the correlations between 

verbal punishment and guilt were fairly weak, the fact that they were significant is 

especially encouraging given their impo:-tance in my theoretical perspective. In both years, 

males were less likely to report feeling g'lilt, which may be explained with the well-



Table 4.7: Pearson Correlation Coefficients of Parents' Self-control and Parenting with 
Children's Guilt Feelings, 1976. 

Sex -.095*** 
Age .080** 
Parent's Attachment 
To Child .OC4 

Mother's Self-control .Ol5 
Father's Self-control -.030 
Rules for Child -.124*** 
Makes Child Follow Rules .050 
Parent Rewarding .045 
Supervision: 

Knows Friends .0l5 
Knows Where Child Is .008 

Punishment: 
Spanks .0:;8 
Sends To Room .0·,3** 
Restricts .101*** 
Yells .039 
Makes Fun -.002 
Acts Like Doesn't Love -.004 
No T.V. .053* 

Family Income .055* 
Mother Working -.() 18 
Biological Mother .001 
Biological Father -.077** 
Child's Race -.031 

Number of Cases 1073-1416 
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Table 4.8: Pearson Correlation Coefficients of Parents' Self-control and Parenting with 
Children's Guilt Feelings, 1981. 

Sex -.084** 
Age -.031 
Mother's Attachment 

To Child .050 
Father's Attachment 

To Child .080** 
Mother's Self-control .024 
Father's Self-control .067* 
Child's Attachment To: 

Mother .100*** 
Father .100** 

Perception of 
Mother's Supportiveness . }i1,6*** 

Perception of 
Father's Supportiveness .B8*** 

Rules for Child .157*** 
Mother Rewarding .0~3** 

Father Rewarding .17.3*** 
Mother's Punitiveness -.004 
Father's Punitiveness -.007 
Mother's Strictness .101*** 
Father's Strictness '<))5 
Mother's Punishment: 

Verbal .OX3** 
Sends to Room .045 
Privileges .022 

Father's Punishment: 
Verbal .Onl* 
Sends to Room .056 
Privileges .0:-'2 

Mother Working .035 
Biological Mother -.004 
Biological Father -.0:-;0 
Family Income 1980 .0f)3* 
Child's Race -.024 

Number of Cases 964-1387 
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established differences in the socializatio.1 of boys and girls. Finally, age was positively 

related to guilt feelings in 1976, but was not significant in 1981. Subsequent analysis has 

shown that guilt feelings become more prevalent with age until children are 12 years old, 

which lends further credibility to the arg'.1ment that feelings of guilt are produced through 

childhood socialization. 

The results for hypothesis 4 are presented in Table 4.9. Because I predicted both 

direct and indirect effects of parental sel"-control, five separate OLS regressions were run 

with self-reported delinquency as the dependent variable. The tirst model contains only the 

control variables and mothers' self-control, since I assume that these variables are causally 

prior to the variables included in models 2 through 4. Model 2 adds the mother's 

attachment and parenting variables, model 3 adds the child's attachment to the mother, and 

model 4 includes the child's report of gu]t feelings. Variables that were not found to be 

significant predictors of delinquency we:-e dropped in the subsequent regressions. Since 

one of the best predictors of an individu,·l's current delinquency is his or her prior 

delinquency, I conducted a fifth regression analysis that included the child's 1976 self

reported delinquency. While this variable is obviously causally prior to the 1981 variables, 

the assumption that both delinquency and many of its causes are stable over time justifies 

the omission of 1976 delinquency in the earlier regressions. For example, if delinquency is 

perfectly stable over time, 1976 delinquency could not be included as an independent 

variable in a model designed to explain 1981 delinquency. 



194 

Table 4.9: OLS Regressions of 1981 Self-Reported Delinquency on Parenting, 
Attachment, and Guilt Feelings. 

Modell Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 ModelS 

Intercept .395** .808*** .862*** .977*** .930*** 
Sex .289*** .299*:>-* .303*** .292*** .260*** 
Age .107*** .115*"'* .109*** .109*** .107*** 
Race -.141 ** -.133** -.108* -.116* -.129** 
Inconle 1980 .010 
Biological Mother .181 
Mother Working .035 
Mother's 

Self-control -.020*** -.012*** -.012*** -.012*** -.010*** 
Supportiveness -.039 
Attachment to 

Child -.115*:;'* -.083** -.082** -.089** 
Rules for Child -.023 
Rewarding .004 
Punitiveness .089*"'* .082*** .081 *** .078*** 
Strictness -.043* -.041 * -.037* -.033* 
Punishment: 

Verbal .002 
Sends to Room -.022 
Privileges .114*"'* .110*** .111 *** .107*** 

Child's Attachment -.077*** -.074*** -.073*** 
Guilt -.163** -.153** 
1976 SR Delinquency ---- .112*** 

R-square .1 11 .180 .194 .200 .210 
Number of Cases 1280 1236 1247 1243 1242 
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Overall, the results of the analysts are supportive of hypothesis 4. Notably, 

mothers' self-control has a direct effect on children's delinquency in addition to indirect 

effects through the mothers' attachment to children and parenting style. The coefficients 

for mothers' self-control do not decrease when children's attachment to the mother and 

guilt feelings are added to the model, but the addition of 1976 delinquency does cause a 

slight decrease in the magnitude of the rl'iationship. Roughly half of the effect of mothers' 

self-control is direct, which points to the importance of utilizing global measures of 

parents' behavior in addition to the more specific child-rearing measures. 

While the mother's supportiveness, rewarding behavior, and rules for the child 

were all positively related to the child's tttachment and guilt feelings, none of these was 

related to delinquency in model 2 and th~y were therefore omitted from subsequent 

regressions. The mother's attachment to the child, punitiveness, and strictness were all 

consistently related to delinquency in the expected direction, demonstrating a direct effect 

of these variables in addition to their indi.rect effects through the child's attachment to the 

mother. As expected, boys and older children in the sample were more delinquent in all of 

the models. 

There were two unexpected resu!ts, however. First, the withdrawal of privileges 

item was positively related to delinquency. This was the only "constructive" punishment 

variable that was fairly consistently relat~d to delinquency, and it was not related to 

parents' self-control nor to the child's attachment to the parents and guilt. However, this 

variable is positively correlated with the mothers' punitiveness (Pearson's r=.26l, 

significant beyond the .001 level), whicl' suggests that my conceptualization of this 
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variable as a constructive form of punishment may have been in error. This again points to 

the difficulties in constmcting reliable scales of the punishment items in the NSC, and as 

noted earlier, this is why the three "constmctive" punishment items were included 

separately in the analyses. 

The other unanticipated finding was that African American and other minority 

children were significantly less de1inquert than the Anglo children in the sample. While 

African Americans and other minority group members generally have higher rates of 

official delinquency, most self-report studies find very little, if any, race difference 

(Hindelang et al. 1981: 159). My findings may be explained in part by the content of the 

delinquency scale, since it includes four ;tems measuring drinking, smoking, and drug use, 

which tend to be less prevalent among Blacks (Jensen and Rojek 1992: 133). In fact, 

drinking and smoking are less prevalent :imong Blacks and other minorities in this sample 

in bivariate correlations. 

')iscussion 

Overall, my hypotheses have received moderate support. The results for the effects 

of parental self-control are particularly encouraging, since it was related to the parents' 

attachment to the child as well as to the child's attachment to the parent. As noted earlier, 

many aspects of parenting have been consistently found to be related to the child's 

delinquency, so the finding that parental self-control predicts some of the parenting 

measures can make a unique contribution to existing knowledge. 
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The results for parental self-control are also particularly favorable because its 

effects on the child's delinquency hold when the attachment and parenting variables are 

held constant. In other words, the geneml measure of parental self-control appears to tap 

into some of the more subtle aspects of child-rearing that are not usually measured in 

delinquency research. 

These findings have theoretical importance as well. First, they would be very 

difficult to explain with any of the other major theories of delinquency. For example, 

cultural deviance theories have no mean~ with which to explain the relationship between 

the parents' drug use and the child's inability to get along with other children, or the 

relationship between the mother's age at first childbirth and the child's tendency to get into 

trouble with teachers. Since these theories also fail to take versatility in account, they 

would even have difficulty explaining the relationships between the components of the 

parental self-control scale itself. Strain theories also tend to predict specialization, and 

would therefore have difficulty explaining many of my results. While a number of the 

components of the parental self-control ~;cales are related to socioeconomic status (such as 

marital status, the respondent's physical health, and parents' educational levels), the fact 

that the results hold when controlling for family income detracts from strain theorists' 

ability to criticize the research on these grounds. 

The other major contribution of the results for parental self-control is simply that 

no other research that I am aware of has conceptualized parental characteristics in this 

manner. For example, Morash and Rucker (1989) conducted an analysis of the effects of 

mother's age at first childbirth on childre:l's delinquency, finding signiticant effects in four 
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different data sets (including the National Survey of Children). They explain these findings 

as follows: "mother's age [at first childbirth] is related to delinquency primarily through its 

association with low hopes for education, negative school experiences, father absence, and 

limited monitoring of the child .... [but] many of the strongest family variables that predict 

delinquency are not related to mother's c>ge or father presence after other variables are 

controlled (e.g., identification with the nlother)." While their results are not inconsistent 

with mine, Morash and Rucker fail to co, sider the possibility that this constellation of 

variables is an indicator of an underlyin!; constmct, and thereby lose some of their ability 

to contribute to delinquency theory. 

The results for the prediction of the child's attachment to the parent are also quite 

favorable, and are important for several reasons. First, existing research has determined 

that relatively low attachment to parents is one of the more robust predictors of 

delinquency. Thus, the determinants of tne child's attachment are an important source of 

additional infomlation regarding the processes by which children fail to internalize norms, 

especially since most delinquency resear~h only utilizes the child's attachment to the 

parents as an exogenous variable. 

The prediction of attachment to rarents can also can help explain why some 

elements of the parent-child relationship are /lot significantly related to delinquency when 

attachment to parents and parental self-control are controlled. For example, we might 

expect that the child's perception of the parents' love and support would be directly related 

to the child's delinquency, since this eouid be conceptualized as a measure of social 

control. The fact that this variable was not related to the child's 1981 self-reported 
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delinquency might therefore be taken as evidence against social control theory. When we 

consider the fact that this variable does ~lffect the child's attachment to the parents, 

however, we would come to the opposit'! conclusion. 

The results for the test of hypothesis 3 (the prediction of guilt feelings) were not 

overwhelmingly favorable because parer.ts' self-control and attachment were not 

significantly related to guilt in 1976, and the mother's self-control and attachment were not 

related in 1981. However, it is encouraging that the children's perceptions of the parents' 

supportiveness, the parents' rewarding b(~havior, and the children's attachment to the 

parents were significant in 1981, and that guilt is a significant predictor of delinquency, 

especially since guilt feelings were meas~red with a single dichotomous variable. As noted 

earlier, the sex and age differences in eXlJeriencing guilt after deviation suggest that there 

are some elements of the socialization process which contribute to the development of 

guilt, which indicates that this may be an important variable for further study. In any case, 

the finding that about 84% of the children in the sample reported guilt feelings after 

deviation shows that people can and do engage in behaviors that they see as wrong. This 

simple fact is supportive of control theories, and is quite difficult for cultural deviance 

theories to explain. As noted earlier, cul,ural deviance theories hold that those who 

deviate do so because they see nothing wrong with their behavior, or because they actually 

see the behavior as laudable. Either way, cultural deviance theory cannot explain the 

existence of guilt feelings and simultaneously claim that definitions favorable to violation 

of law are the cause of deviant behavior. 

The findings regarding specific fonns of punishment were mixed, and some 
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findings were contrary to my prediction~. For example, the 1976 data showed that parents 

with higher levels of self-control were more likely to yell at their children than those with 

lower self-control. This may be explaine1 in part by weaknesses in the punishment 

measures, especially in the 1976 data, w1ere they are dichotomous. In addition, 81 % of 

the children in the sample reported that their parents yell at them, which suggests that 

children use a fairly loose definition of n:relling. n In the 1981 data, the parents' punishment 

measures include both style and frequency of punishment, which may then be intluenced 

by the child's previous level of delinquerlcy since we would expect that the more deviant 

children would be punished more often. Of course, there are two major omissions in these 

data, which are the absence of measures of the parent's consistency of punishment and of 

measures of the specific behaviors the parents punish. A father yelling at his daughter 

when she is about to nm onto a busy street, for example, probably means something 

different from the father yelling her for forgetting to tape his favorite game show. 

It is clear that parents who engage in some of the more punitive forms of 

punishment have children who are less attached to them and who are more delinquent. Of 

course, parents who often use withdrawal of privileges as a foml of punishment also seem 

to have more delinquent children. In spit;:: of the apparent inconsistency in these findings, 

they have two important theoretical implications. First, parents of more deviant or 

delinquent children do not seem to be encouraging this behavior, as proponents of cultural 

deviance theories might claim. Of course, since the data do not indicate the specitic 

behaviors that parents punish, these data alone cannot rule out the possibility that parents 

are punishing their children for behavior which cOl~f(lrms to the nomlS of the dominant 
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culture. This possibility is implausible, however, based on the findings regarding the cross-

cultural invariability of noons presented earlier. The fact that parents of more deviant 

children are less attached to them further detracts from the plausibility of this claim. 

The second important implication of these findings is that, for many children, 

parents' attempts at punishment are not effective. This is particularly troubling for cultural 

deviance theory, since it has no clear means of explaining this possiblity. For example, 

Akers' social learning theory emphasize~: the avoidance of punishment as a source of 

reinforcement for deviant behavior. As s;ated by Akers, while some deviant groups define 

their behavior in a positive light, the more common way to learn deviant definitions is 

through "neutralizations [of definitions of the behavior as undesirable [ that are ... negatively 

reinforced by providing a defense against the blandishments of those outside the 

subculture" (1973: 56). As an example of this process, Akers describes how a child might 

discover that he can avoid punishment for running over his sister with a bicycle if it is 

defined as an accident. If this occurs sev'!ral times, the child will come to see the behavior 

as acceptable, since the avoidance of punishment can serve as a reinforcement. What 

Akers fails to consider, however, is that children often continue to engage in such behavior 

even when they are punished for it. s Since Akers' theory does not adequately deal with the 

nonsocial reinforcements of deviant behavior (like the pleasure a big brother gets from 

making his sister cry), it cannot explain 'vhy a child would continue to engage in deviant 

HTechnically, since punishment i, defined as a stimulus that serves to decrease the 
rate of a behavior, the phrase "ineffectiv:! punishment" is a contradiction in tenns. I am 
using this concept here to refer to the intentions of the parent rather than to the child's 
actual behavioral response. 
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behavior in the face of punishment for ttat behavior. 

Control theory, however, can eXplain this behavior. First, older children who have 

not learned self-control will not be as affected by parental punishment because they will 

not consider the consequences of their b~haviors before they engage in them. Secondly, 

both social control theory and self-contrl)l theory would hold that attachment to parents is 

potentially an important source of punishment, since the disapproval of one whose 

opinions we value can itself serve as pur.ishment and can add to or intensify other more 

overt forms of punishment. Thus, the fact that children are delinquent in the face of 

parents' attempts-at punishment is consistent with the assumption of normative consensus 

and with some of the more specific elen1 ents of control theory. 

Conclusicns and Implications 

Overall, the results of these anal~'ses provide support for control theory in general 

and Gottfredson and Hirschi's self-control theory in particular. The simple fact that a wide 

range of parental characteristics can be meaningfully combined into an internally consistent 

scale provides support for the notion that people possess a general tendency that is related 

to many fomls of "deviant" behavior. The fact that scores on the parental self-control 

scales are highly correlated when measu;ed five years apart also demonstrates stability, 

especially since the items for the two waves of the survey are not identical. 

The effects of low self-control among parents are also supportive of the theory. 

Parents with lower levels of self-control are not as attached to their children, they tend to 
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be more punitive with their children, their children tend to be less attached to them, and 

their children are more likely to engage in a variety of delinquent and disruptive behaviors. 

These findings not only provide :-:upport for self-control theory, but also cast 

serious doubt on other theories of deIinq\.lency, especially cultural deviance theory. It 

would be difficult to argue, for example, that there is a "subculture of unplanned 

pregnancy," a "subculture of poor physical health," or a "subculture of low attachment to 

children." Even if a cultural deviance thwrist could make such claims, however, it would 

be extremely difficult to explain how the parents' subculture of unplanned pregnancy 

would recommend that parents teach children to get into trouble with their teachers. None 

of the evidence I have compiled suggest5 that there is a group of parents who work hard 

at producing delinquency among their children. Rather, it is much more likely that parents 

with low self-control produce children with low self-control, and that these children 

engage in a variety of behaviors that are troublesome to the parents themselves as well as 

to others outside of the family. 

As with any empirical study, however, there are some limitations in the present 

work. Cultural deviance theorists might criticize it on the grounds that the delinquency of 

the child's friends has not been taken intf) account. These results therefore cannot directly 

test the validity of the claim that problems in the family lead children to associate with 

delinquent friends, which in tum leads to the child's delinquency. Similarly, strain theorists 

might argue that the self-control scales may be better seen as measures of social class, 

since some of the components of the self-control scale are known to be related to social 

class, such as the parents' educational level and their physical health. Total family income 
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for the year prior to each survey year wa<; controlled in these analyses, but income alone is 

admittedly not a perfect indicator of social class. In any case, the fact that parental self

control as measured here performed better in predicting the child's delinquency than social 

class usually does (for self-reported delinquency) suggests that this criticism is not wholly 

warranted, 

Finally, I have certainly not exhaustively analyzed the complexities of the 

relationships between parents and childn:n, in part because of limitations in the data. As 

mentioned previously, the National Survey of Children does not contain measures of the 

parents' consistency of punishment, nor specific measures of what behaviors parents tend 

to punish. The lack of measures of yourger children's attachment to parents is also a 

serious limitation given Gottfredson and Hirschi's emphasis on early childhood 

socialization. While the effects of parent:!l self-control appear to be far-reaching, it would 

also be beneficial to collect data specifically designed to measure both parents' and 

children's self-control in order to gain a more complete understanding of how the parent

child relationship shapes children's behavior. 



Chapter 5: Conclusions, Implications, and Directions 
for Future Research 

Before a general summary of the results of this research is presented, it may be 
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useful to restate the theoretical foundations of the research. In essence, my perspective is 

that humans are rational, intelligent, and inherently self-interested. Every theoretical point 

I have made and all of the data I have amlyzed follow from this basic assumption. Put 

simply, we are smart and lazy. We can ic!entify the simplest and easiest way to achieve 

what we desire, and we naturally tend to follow the path of least resistance. Engaging in 

acts of "force and fraud" often is the patl} of least resistance in the short run. 

By definition, human nature is in-variant. Thus, we all want the same things, at least 

on the most basic level. We all want to achieve our goals easily, so at least some of the 

time we all want to engage in actions which will threaten others' interests. Of course, such 

actions by others will threaten us, so we are motivated to prevent others from acting 

purely on the basis of their own self-inte;est. This, ultimately, is the origin of sanctions. 

None of my perspective so far dnerentiates humans from other animal species 

(forgetting, for the moment, my definitiun of sanctions as relating to norms). That fact, I 

believe, is what makes my perspective so plausible. I know of no evidence demonstrating 

any qualitative differences between humans and other higher forms of life (other than the 

obvious physical ones) -- we are simply much more intelligent than other animals. 

As an example of the basic similprities between humans and other animals, 

consider the behavior of wolves in a pack. They choose the easiest means to achieve their 

goals, which is demonstrated by their choice of easy targets when hunting (old, sick, or 
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very young animals). Wolves will also not hesitate to try to steal food from each other or 

from the kills of other animals, even thollgh they are not nomlally considered to be 

scavengers. Of course, when a wolf tries to kill its prey, the prey tries to avoid being 

killed, and when a wolf tries to take food from a more powerful wolf, the dominant wolf 

will drive the animal back. In essence, th~ dominant wolf is sanctioning the other, and very 

often this behavior will have lasting effe-(ts on the subordinate so that he or she may not 

try to take food from the dominant wolf in the future, or at least until the dominant wolf 

becomes old and weak and is unable to c:rive back his competitor. 

This analysis of wolf behavior pIObably strikes no one as controversial. However, 

when the same sort of analysis is appliec to human behavior, it is often met with great 

protest. For a variety of reasons, humans like to think of themselves as being 

fundamentally different from the "lower' fomls of life. If we look at human behavior 

objectively, though, the distinction does not appear to be warranted. Much of what we 

refer to as human "progress" centers on technological advances that are geared toward 

making it easier to achieve our goals or to fulfill our desires, or in other words, to cater to 

our inherent lazinesS. Our laziness, of course, is a survival mechanism -- the lazier we are, 

the more energy we conserve, the fatter we get, and the more likely we are to survive 

when food is scarce. Thus, our technological advances, which are often seen as a primary 

means by which to distinguish between ~ umans and other animals, stem from the 

fundamental similarities between human:; and other animals. The only reason we have 

them and animals do not is that we have bigger, more complex brains. 

If the basic intelligence and rationality shared by all highly c1evelopeclmammals is 
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the cause of "crime," then it is our superior intelligence that led us to invent nomls. 1 First, 

since nOm1S are ideas about right and wrong carried in the minds of individuals, their 

existence makes it easier to regulate the oehavior of others. This fact in itself may be 

sufficient to explain their existence, because we are lazy enough to want a simple means of 

regulating others' behavior and we are smart enough to figure out how to do it. On a more 

basic level, though, nOm1S may be a rest'It of our ability to reflect on our own actions. 

Again due to our intelligence, we are capable of understanding that other people have 

feelings, desires, and needs similar to our own. Put simply, we have the capacity to realize 

that if we do not want to be killed, nor have our possessions taken away, then others 

probably have the same desires. If we value our own lives, and we know that others value 

their lives, then it does not require much of an extension to develop the idea that life itself 

is valuable. This simple intellectual procl~ss may ultimately be the origin of morality. 

Of course, not all nomlS are morill nonllS, although the same processes may be 

involved in their development and internalization. The common element in all important 

nOm1s is that they regulate our behavior, or require that we refrain from doing something 

that we otherwise would do, and vice verse. Norms (as opposed to conventions) will not 

regulate behavior that has no significant consequences. Thus, norms all share an emphasis 

on the future consequences of behavior. ;-{umans may be the only animal species capable 

of true foresight, in that we can imagine very distant events, including our own death. 

lWhile I previously argued that we "invent" crime, in one sense it is more 
appropriate to argue that conformity is il1Vented instead. In other words, there is no need 
to claim that humans invented their own laziness. Rather, the idea that crime is invented 
refers to the fact that we do not need to !earn or otherwise acquire the desire to engage in 
criminal acts. 
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Humans are therefore the only animals v'ith norms. Because we can foresee future 

consequences of our actions, and we can take the role of the other and understand the 

impact of these consequences on others, we can develop verbal justifications for refraining 

from certain acts and engaging in others. These justifications ultimately have their roots in 

self-interest, although the ultimate consquences of nomlS and sanctions are beneficial to 

the social group as a whole. 

These two explanations for the origins of nomlS are somewhat different, in that the 

first holds that norms are created consciously to make it easier to control others' behavior, 

and the second essentially holds that noms are an accidental byproduct of sanctioning 

which results from our intelligent reflection on our own behavior. hi either case, though, 

norms originated in self-interest, and the.y relate to the consequences of acti'::r.s. In either 

fommlation, the function of norms is alsl) the same -- they make it possible for humans to 

live in social groups. 

Cultural Universals 

My assumptions about human m ture and the nature of nomlS necessarily lead to 

the prediction that at least some norms are universal, especially those which regulate acts 

of force or fraud. The cross-cultural datt'o I have analyzed provide strong evidence that this 

is the case. There is ample evidence of sanctioning aggression and theft in the vast 

majority of cultures in my sample, tmd virtually no evidence that force and fraud is ever 

encouraged unless the action is a response to some previous nann violation. Virtually all 
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of the exceptions to this general rule exi::t because the behavior in question is 

inconsequential for one of several reasor.s. For example, when a lone wanderer is 

murdered, the offender's group is unlikely to face retribution from the victim's group since 

they are unlikely to be aware of the offeJ,se. In other cases an offense is not sanctioned 

because the victim perceives it as trivial, such as when irrigation water is stolen when there 

is no shortage. In some cases, a structural characteristic of the group makes it 

counterproductive to sanction a particukr offense. For example, in cultures where a 

murder victim's relative would normally seek retribution for the offense, fratricide may go 

unpunished because vengeance would require further fratricide. Clearly, such cultures do 

not condone fratricide even though it is /lot punished in the usual manner. 

It is true that in some cases those engaging in acts of force or fraud are admired, 

but at the same time those detected in su:::h acts are punished. While the admiration of 

offenders may be taken as evidence of "deviant" norms, such acts are admired for one of 

two reasons. First, they may be admired because the threat of sanctions makes them risky 

and dangerous. If "deviant" norms were truly the cause of such behavior, then, there 

would be no sanctions for the behavior. even if we consider the possibility that only a 

small group of people (the offenders) in such societies were members of a deviant 

subculture, it is difficult to explain how they could realize that a sanction existed for the 

behavior and still see it as acceptable or laudable. It is much more plausible that they know 

the sanction exists, and that at least on some level they know the behavior is "wrong," but 

that they just do not care. 

The other situation in which "de':iant" acts ,u'e admired occurs when the offender's 
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motives are believed to be noble or prosocial, such as stealing from the (unjust, cruel, 

dishonest) rich and giving to the (hardworking, victimized) poor. Such cases do not 

disconfirm the universality hypothesis -- on the contrary, they provide support for it, and 

they support the notion that norms exist because they are functional. If, for example, theft 

in such situations is considered. laudable or noble, then it is because the rich are seen as the 

real offenders and the theft is a sanction or an attempt to rectify an unjust distribution of 

wealth. Rather than providing evidence for the existence of "deviant" norms, these cases 

demonstrate shared ideas about the sanctjty of private property and the conditions under 

which taking others' property is considered legitimate. Further, such "Robin Hood" stories 

demonstrate the functionality of nomlS, hecause rigid, inflexible nonllS or laws often are 

not functional. If mitigating circumstances could never be taken into account as a 

justification for an illegal act, the law would lose its legitimacy and therefore become 

dysfunctional. In short, an act of force 0;' fraud will be considered acceptable if it actually 

benefits more people than it hamls. 

Implications for Cultural Deviance Theories 

These findings would be difficult for cultural deviance theorists to explain. If, as 

Sutherland, Sellin, and Akers believe, !,'TOUpS can exist while prescribing acts commonly 

defined as criminal, it is unclear why every known society would sanction these offenses. 

To view it differently, why would a sochl group teach its members to engage in behavior 

that it then punishes? By extension, why would a caring parent or friend encourage 
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someone to engage in behavior that is ptinished by the group as a whole, even if the parent 

or friend saw nothing wrong with the behavior? 

These questions would be diffict!lt for cultural deviance theorists to answer for 

several reasons, all of which can ultimately be traced to their conception of human nature 

as prosocial and cooperative. By not considering the possibility that people can violate the 

norms of their own group, cultural deviance theory must view norms as omnipotent and 

people as "oversocialized" (Wrong 1961). Of course, because we conform perfectly to the 

norms of our group, cultural deviance theory must also assume that the process of 

socialization or cultural transmission is perfectly carried out by parents, peers, and others. 

Because cultural deviance theory cannot deal logically with the possibility that parents do 

not care enough about their children to rroperly correct their misbehavior, or that they do 

not have the tenacity to do so, it cannot explain deviation as an unintended consequence of 

inadequate childrearing. Thus, cultural d~viance theories must argue that if delinquency 

exists, it is because the child's agents of t:ocialization wanted the child to be delinquent. 

The fact that all societies punish acts of force and fraud points to the untenability of this 

argument. Put simply, it is difficult to im'lgine a child's parent or friend thinking that in the 

long run, the child will be better off if he or she commits acts that are illegal and may be 

punished with fines, imprisonment, or e\ en death. 

This failure to consider the objective long term costs of deviation allows cultural 

deviance theorists to maintain their assu;nption of complete variability of cultural or 

subcultural nomlS. This also leads to criticism of control theory's assumption of a "single 

moral order" and its concomitant focus on control mechanisms, and to the charge that 
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control theory is ideologically conservative (Sampson 1987). For example, criminologists 

working from a conflict or Marxist perspective hold that the law serves to further the 

interests of those in power in a society, and thus deny the possibility that laws or norms 

can be functional for society as a whole. As Turk puts it, "[the law] is not mandated by 

structural necessities" (1993). As noted earlier, though, this position is very difficult to 

defend in light of the cross-cultural evidc:nce to the contrary that I presented in Chapter 3. 

Unlike conflict theories, which h;:>ld that nomlS or laws are created by those in 

power in order to serve their own interests, cultural deviance theories have no means with 

which to explain the genesis of norms. Any attempts at such an explanation by cultural 

deviance theorists ultimately point to the fact that criminal behavior is fundamentally self

interested behavior. For example, both Sellin (1938) and Sutherland and Cressey (1966) 

unintentionally point to social disorganization and "individualism" as causes of conflicting 

nomlS, which contradicts the basic assur.lptions of their theories. These explanations also 

point to the fact that norms are necessary in order to ensure the survival of a group or 

society, and therefore that there are some long term, objectively negative consequences of 

deviation for social groups. 

Similarly, Akers (1973) fails to rf!cognize that the nonsocial reinforcement inherent 

in many deviant acts is sufficient to explain their existence. The example Akers' uses to 

demC'nstrate how definitions favorable to law violation are karned, discussc:d earlier, is 

that of a boy learning that he can intentionally run over his sister with his bicycle and avoid 

punishment if the act is defined as an accident (1973: 56). In this example, Akers makes 

the mistake of locating the source of the boy's motivation to run over his sister in his 
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awareness that he can avoid punishment. The problem with this line of reasoning is that 

no one engages in any behavior solely because they can avoid punishment. A student 

would not tum in a term paper late simp:y because she knows the professor is a 

"pushover" who would not penalize latelless. She would, however, turn the paper in late if 

it were not completed on time. This simple example demonstrates that ignoring the role of 

nonsocial reinforcement of behavior has very serious consequences for cultural deviance 

theories. They have no means with whic!1 to explain the origin of norms, since no behavior 

in itself is seen as better or worse than any other, and groups are free to arbitrarily define 

some acts as acceptable and others as unacceptable. For these theories, culture determines 

everything but is itself determined by nothing (Brown 1991: 6). 

If, on the other hand, we take the long term consequences of force and fraud into 

account, it would seem that the assumption of a single moral order should not be very 

controversial. Murder and theft cannot benefit a social group, except under very limited 

circumstances such as in the assassination of an unjust dictator. It would be a challenge for 

cultural deviance theorists or radical crir.linologists to demonstrate that the unchecked use 

of force and fraud would either benefit a group or at least not be detrimental to the 

existence of a !,,'Toup. Since individuals, l!nd by extension the group as whole, are 

motivated to protect their own lives and property, the rampant use of force and fraud also 

cannot benefit the individual, at least in the long run. 
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The Micro-Macro Link 

Although the two sets of data I have analyzed are quite different in character on 

the face of it, they are intimately linked. The linkage is provided primarily by the fact that 

the cross-cultural analysis of norms has important implications for assumptions about 

human nature, and the micro-level analysis of internalization follows directly from my 

assumption about human nature. Since norms (as measured by the use of sanctions) 

against the use of force and fraud exist ill all known societies, such behavior must present 

a threat in all societies, and members of all societies must in fact perceive it as threatening. 

There is simply no other plausible explar,ation of my findings. 

We can thus safely infer that human beings are by nature inclined to pursue the 

simplest and easiest means of achieving their desires. We are intelligent enough to realize 

that this can often be achieved by victimizing others (and when our desire is to remove a 

source of annoyance, the use of violence may be the only way to achieve our desires). 

We are also intelligent enough to think ~bout the long tern1 consequences of our actions, 

and of the actions of others. We can ther~fore see the benefits of the deferral of 

gratification, or of self-control. Impulsive actions are rarely beneficial to individuals in the 

long run, even though the short-term berefits may be significant. (There are, of course, 

some important exceptions to this general rule, such as when one is being attacked and 

must defend oneself.) In this sense, self-control may be the fundamental basis of universal 

norms, since it is almost always beneficii:1 for everyone to rationally and intelligently 

consider the consequences of actions be~ore engaging in them. 
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Some of the realization of the bellefits of self-control may stem from physical 

consequences of actions, such as if a farrily in a preliterate, horticultural society consumes 

all of their food in the fall and goes hungry in the winter. Human beings are perfectly 

capable of learning in such a trial-and-error fashion. It is much more efficient, however, to 

benetit from the knowledge and experierce of others, which of course requires a willing 

teacher. 

Several facts point to the conclusion that parents are the most likely candidates for 

this role. First, infants and children are necessarily the least socialized members of any 

social group. We would expect therefore that they would exhibit the highest rates of 

"deviant" behavior. As noted previously, it is easy to overlook this fact because children's 

disruptive behavior is not statistically de"iant. All children are disruptive to some extent, 

even if we only consider the fact that children must be "toilet" trained.2 Thus, one reason 

that parents are motivated to teach their .:;hildren to control their own behavior is simply 

that the parents themselves are likely to be "victimized" by their children's disruptiveness. 

This point seems obvious to me, but it has been called into question. For example, 

McCord (1994) has criticized a recent work by Sampson and Laub (1993) for assuming 

that "antisocial behavior comes naturally." McCord supports her criticism by stating that 

2When I initially conceptualized this research, I had planned to conduct a cross
cultural analysis of the behavior of childl'en in order to provide evidence for the claim that 
children are the most "deviant" members of all societies. I abandoned this analysis because 
there was so little relevant data specific enough to provide sufficient evidence. Instead, the 
HRAF ethnographies were filled with vague references to children's "disobedience," for 
example. Of course, since there was no way to tell what rule or norm the child was 
disobeying, there was no basis for comparison across cultures. Indirectly, this fact 
supports the claim that children everywLere are so "deviant" that it is taken for granted. 
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"prosocial behavior is as natural as antisocial behavior," and cites a study by Zahn-Waxler, 

Radke-Yarrow, Wagner, and Chapman (1992) as providing evidence for this claim. There 

are several problems with this conclusion, however. The authors of the study do not come 

to this conclusion, and imply in several statements that prosocial behavior (measured by 

children'S reactions to real and staged di3tress among others) is produced through 

socialization. For example, the authors SLate that sex differences in empathic concern for 

others may be due to the fact that " ... as ~'oon as children are born, there are strong 

socialization pressures .. .for females to b..:: responsive to the physical and emotional needs 

of others." While the authors do find ev:dence that children display concern for others 

beginning in the second year of life (although they admit that "base rates are low"), their 

research did not examine individual differences in the extent to which children demonstrate 

this tendency. The authors do acknowleclge that these differences exist, and suggest that 

"familial and constitutional patterns" may contribute to these differences. Specifically, they 

suggest that "these rprosociall behavior oattems may have precursors in earlier 

attachments to the caregiver." They also found considerable evidence that children exhibit 

"antisocial" behavior in response to another's distress, such as appearing to enjoy the 

other's reaction, especially when they ca~lsed this distress themselves. One child had not 

displayed any prosocial responses durin[. the entire year of the study (a significant finding, 

since there were only 27 children in the ~ample.) 

The results of this study show that children are capable of prosocial action early in 

life, a point I do not dispute. However, there is nothing in these results to suggest that 

"prosocial behavior is as natural as antisl)cial behavior," and the fact that one child (4% of 
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the sample) had not displayed any prosodal behavior is more supportive of the assumption 

that children tend toward selfishness. Since the authors do not present a ratio of prosocial 

to antisocial behaviors (and in fact, they did not attempt to gather information on all forms 

of antisocial behavior), it is not possible to draw any firm conclusions about human nature 

from this study. 

If all children are likely to exhibit asocial behavior, then, all parents are at least 

somewhat motivated to teach them to c0ntrol that behavior in order to make their own 

lives more pleasant. Parents should also be motivated to teach self-control because 

children can contribute economically to the family when they are older. This is especially 

important in horticultural, prestate societ:es, since even fairly young children can help fann 

or collect food, and because these societ,es are less likely to have institutionalized means 

of providing for the elderly. Finally, if pLrents are emotionally attached to their children, 

they will tend to want what is best for the child in the long run, and may teach the child 

self-control simply because they recognize the necessity of self-control for success in life. 

No parents brag about how lazy their children are, nor about how their children have 

become rich by stealing from others rather than by working. 

These three sources of motivatio:1 for parents to teach their children self-control 

are not necessarily unique to parents, but they surely apply more to parents (or acting 

parents) than to unrelated individuals. In combination with the empirical finding that the 

tendency to deviate is stable over the lif~ course, this suggests that an analysis of parent

child interaction is the most fruitful start!l1g point in the explanation of deviation. 

While parents are more likely th::n others to have the motivation to teach their 
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children self-control, there are a variety of factors that will influence the process. First, if 

parents are neglectful or for other reasons do not spend much time around their children, 

the children's disruptiveness will not affc,ct them very much. Secondly, if the parents 

themselves are lacking in self-control, they will not be as likely to think about the future 

consequences of their behavior towards ~heir children. They may not see the connection 

between their treatment of the children and the children's future treatment of them, or they 

may not think about their own future at ;,11. Finally, if the parents are not strongly attached 

to their children, they may simply not care whether or not the children are successful in 

life. Thus, while the nature of the parent-child relationship is likely to motivate parents to 

monitor and punish their children's beha·/ior to some extent, there is no need to believe 

that this motivation is constant across families or that all parents are equally successful in 

this task. 

In sum, my analysis of cross-cult.lral similarities in nom1S suggests that human 

nature is in need of regulation, and that trJis is recognized by members of all cultures. In a 

sense, attempts to control others' behavbr, and attempts to induce individuals to control 

their own behavior, demonstrate the true universal element of culture. ·Since culture is 

transmitted from one generation to the n~xt, the analysis of the means by which this is 

accomplished, or is not accomplished, is the obvious starting point of any explanation of 

deviant behavior. 
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Detennina'lts of Internalization 

The most general conclusion we ~an make about the relationship between 

parenting and delinquency is that good rarents produce good children. Of the four 

hypotheses presented in Chapter 4, all received at least moderate support. Parents' self

control, measured with a wide range of variables, has broad effects on the parents' 

behavior toward their children, and affects the children's level of delinquent and deviant 

behavior. Specifically, parents with high~r levels of self-control tend to be more strongly 

attached to their children; they supervise their children more closely; they are strict with 

their children but are also less likely to u<;e punitive or cruel fomls of punishment such as 

making fun of them; they reward their children when the children have been good; they are 

likely to be perceived by their children a~ loving and supportive; and their children are 

more attached to them. In turn, children who perceive their parents as supportive and 

rewarding and who are attached to them are more likely to report feeling guilty when they 

have done something wrong, indicating;hat good parenting leads to the internalization of 

norms. 

Many of these variables have both direct and indirect effects on delinquency. 

Children whose parents are more attached to them are less delinquent, and this 

relationship holds when the child's attachment to the parent is controlled. Similarly, while 

attachment to parents predicts guilt and guilt in turn inhibits delinquency, both attachment 

and guilt have independent effects on delinquency. Parental self-control, punitiveness, and 

strictness all have direct effects on the cI- ild's level of delinquent and deviant behavior in 
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the predicted direction. 

These results have both methodo'ogical and theoretical significance. Since most 

delinquency research takes parental beh.,vior and the child's attachment to parents as 

exogenous variables, it misses important prior determinants of both of these variables. For 

example, since weak attachment to parents is one of the most reliable causes of 

delinquency, any of the causes of attachment are particularly important for both 

delinquency theory and its practical applications. Similarly, the fact that a broad measure 

of parental self-control has predictive power beyond that of specific measures of child

rearing not only provides support for control theory, but also demonstrates that general 

measures are able to tap into subtleties ill the parent-child relationship that would 

otherwise be missed. 

I have found no evidence to sugrest that parents encourage deviant, disruptive 

behavior among their children. Parents \/.'ho are themselves more likely to engage in 

"deviant" behavior. such as having or cal' sing unwanted pregnancies tend to be worse 

parents, in that they do not supervise the:r children as closely and they are more likely to 

use short-tenn, easy, and punitive forms of punishment. If these parents were actively 

encouraging deviance among their children, the results would not show a relationship 

between parents' lack of self-control and children's delinquency. Further, the one clear 

measure of internalization in the NSC indicates that the vast majority of children do feel 

guilty after they have done something wlOng. Of course, it is possible that what the 

children consider "wrong" may actually be conforming to the nonns of the "dominant" 

culture, but again, this possibility is doubtful given the evidence for universality presented 
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earlier. 

I would suggest, based on these results, that cultural deviance theorists seriously 

question the basic assumptions of their tneory. If there are universal norms against the use 

of force and fraud, how is it possible that one's culture or subculture either lacks them or 

actively encourages such behavior? If a ,group has nomlS advocating the use of force and 

fraud, how do they prevent members of .t subculture from victimizing each other until the 

group no longer exists? Why would sorreone who cares about another's future encourage 

him or her to engage in behavior that is either inherently dangerous or that could result in 

severe punishment from other members of the society? And finally, cultural deviance 

theories need to explain why some groups have "deviant norms" and how they originated. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

While the findings of this research are supportive of control theory in general and 

Gottfredson and Hirschi's theory in pani~ular, this study has some limitations to which we 

should attend in future research. First, my cross-cultural analysis of nomlS only analyzed 

data from 100 cultures, none of which were as complex or developed as modern United 

States society. While this is not a fatal thw in the research for reasons noted elsewhere, an 

expanded analysis, which includes data !Tom "subcultures"·within U.S. society, would 

perhaps be more convincing to those who criticize control theory's assumptions. For 

example, a large-scale analysis of delinq:lent gangs would provide an interesting 

comparison to the data I have presented here. Unfortunately, such data are not currently 
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available, in part because gaining access to such groups can be problematic and because 

gathering generalizable data from such groups would be very time consuming. 

A second limitation in my cross-cultural analysis, mentioned earlier, is that I was 

forced to rely on ethnographic data, which may not always be valid or reliable due to the 

nature of ethnographic research. I attempted to alleviate some of the reliability problems 

by analyzing data from as many sources as possible for each culture, but the issue of 

validity simply cannot be adequately resolved for many of the ethnographies in my sample. 

However, it is extremely unlikely that I \'/ould have achieved such uniform results if a 

subst'lntial number of the ethnographies in my sample were seriously flawed. This is 

especially true since anthropologists are generally more attuned to cultural differences that 

to cultural similarities, which are often taken for granted. 

There are also some limitations i,l the National Survey of Children that should be 

addressed in future research. There are some variables important to my theoretical 

perspective that are simply absent from the NSC. For example, a measure of the child's 

attachment to the parents in 1976 would have been a valuable addition to this study, 

especially since I see early childhood as d very important period of socialization. In 

addition, specific measures of the type 0' behaviors parents punish would be important in 

contrasting the predictions of control thwry and cultural deviance theory, as would a 

measure of the children's friends' delinqt;ency. Finally, more detailed measures of the 

child's tendency to feel guilt after deviation would be beneficial, especially since the simple 

dichotomous measure of guilt feelings in the NSC is a predictor of delinquency. 

In spite of these limitations, however, my results can make a unique contribution to 
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the existing knowledge about the causes of crime and delinquency. At minimum, I have 

demonstrated that "assumptions" about mcial order need not remain assumptions. The 

question of what holds society together has always been an empirical question, even 

though no one has conducted systematic empirical research designed to answer it. In tum, 

knowledge about social order allows us to make inferences about human nature. The 

closest we can come to knowing human nature is through an analysis of cultural 

universals. While it is always possible that cultural universals are caused by something 

other than our basic nature, it is safe to conclude that the opposite cannot be true, or that 

members of every known culture engage in behavior that is completely contrary to our 

nature. Thus, it must be our nature to el1'bage in acts of force and fraud, and it must also 

be our nature to try to prevent others fr0m harming us. 

Finally, my results show that the search for positive or overt "causes" of 

delinquency and crime is misguided. It b understandable that sociologists and 

criminologists approach the question this way, since most individuals refrain from most 

acts of force and fraud most of the time. However, this fact merely demonstrates that such 

behavior is universally condemned, and others have an interest in, and a motivation for, 

preventing us from engaging in such behavior. Of course, the extent of their interest and 

motivation will vary depending on their relationship to us, and their success at teaching us 

to control our own behavior will vary depending on their skill and diligence. Crime is 

therefore not the result of successful socialization, but rather of the failure to learn the 

"noffil" that all societies share, which is :;elf-control itself. 
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Appendix A: Items used in Scale Construction I 

Parental Self-control (Items marked with an asterisk indicate inclusion in the mother's 
self-control scale. Items not marked are included in the father's self
control scale.) 

1976 variables (Total scale alpha=.79; Mother-only alpha=.74; Father-only alpha=.61) 

1. Respondent's current marital status* 
2. Mother's number of marriages* 
3. Mother's number of living biological children* 
4. Mother's education* 
5. Father's number of marriages 
6. Father's number of divorces 
7. Father's education 
8. In handling your children, would you say that you are:* 

very steady 
mostly steady 
sometimes changeable 
very changeable 

9. Do you have times when you lose control and feel like you might hun your children?* 
10. As a parent, would you rate yourself:* 

excellent 
good 
fair 
poor 

11. Number of living children father has other than those he has had with current spouse 
12. Mother's age when oldest living child was born* 
13. Whether respondent would have a c1:ild again* 
14. Mother's number of pregnancies* 
15. Right before (you/your wife) realized you were pregnant with [child in sampler, would 

you say that (you/she):* 
wanted to become pregnant at that time 
wanted to become pregnant, but :1ot until a later time 
didn't care whether or not (you/she) became pregnant 
never wanted to become pregnar,t (again) 

16. Has child been to the dentist within the past year* 
17. Parent's educational aspirations for child* 

(continued) 

II have only included the exact question from the survey when the content of the question 
is not straightforward. Similarly, respon~e categories are only included when it is essential 
for the understanding of the question content. 
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18. Parent's educational expectations for child* 
19. Mother's health* 
20. Father's health 
21. Child's health* 
22. How often mother is nervous, tense, or edgy* 
23. How often mother is sad or blue* 
24. How often father is nervous, tense, or edgy 
25. How often father is sad or blue 
26. Respondent's rating of how happy Cllrrent marriage is 
27. Interviewer's rating of parent's apparent intelligence* 
28. Interviewer's evaluation: Did parent shout, yell, or scream frequently at the child or 

others during the interview?* 
29. Interviewer's evaluation of parent's altentiveness during the interview* 
30. Interviewer's evaluation of parents tnthfulness during the interview* 

1981 variables (Total scale alpha=.75; Mother-only alpha=.69; Father-only alpha=.62) 

1. Respondent's current marital status* 
2. Number of times respondent has been married* 
3. Would you say that your marriage/rel[ltionship is happy? 
4. In handling your children, would you say that you are:* 

very steady 
mostly steady 
sometimes changeable 
very changeable 

5. Do you have times when you lose control of your feelings and feel you might hurt your 
children?* 

6. As a parent, would you rate yourself:* 
excellent 
good 
fair 
poor 

7. Mother's education* 
8. Spouse/partner's education 
9. In raising your children, do you take _______ responsibility?* 

too much 
about the right amount 
too little 

10. Spouse/partner's responsibility in rai~;ing children (Same as item 9) 
11. Number of times spouse/partner has been married 
12. Frequency of arguments with spouse over drinking or drug use 
13. Frequency with which arguments with spouse become physical 

(continued) 



14. Frequency of arguments with SpOUSe over other men/women 
15. How often respondent feels tense, n('rvous, or edgy* 
16. How often respondent uses drugs or alcohol to calm down* 
17. How often respondent feels unhappy, sad, or depressed * 
18. How often respondent uses drugs or alcohol to cheer up* 
19. Spouse's physical health 
20. How often spouse feels tense, nervous, or edgy 
21. How often spouse feels unhappy, sad, or depressed 
22. Respondent's physical health* 
23. Mother's age when oldest living child was born* 
24. Whether respondent would have a child again* 
25. Mother's number of pregnancies* 
26. Whether child in sample was the result of a planned pregnancy* (See number 15 in 
1976 list.) 

Rules 1976 (Alpha=.48) 

What rules do you have at home? Are you allowed to: 

1. watch tv whenever you want 
2. watch any kinds of shows you want 
3. play with any friends you want 
4. eat whatever you want 
5. wear any clothes you want 
6. stay up as late as you want 
7. use curse/swear words? 

Reward 1976 (Alpha=.54) 

When you've been especially good, does your mother: 

1. tell you you've been good 
2. kiss or hug you 
3. give you something special to eat 
4. give you money 
5. buy you something, like ice cream or d toy 

226 
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Punishment 19762 

When you've been bad, does your mother: 

1. send you to your room or make you stay alone 
2. not let you play with friends 
3. act like she doesn't love you 
4. not let you watch tv 
5. spank you 
6. yell at you 
7. make fun of you 

Mother's Rewarding Behayior 1981 (Alpha=.63) 

When you've done something especially good, does your mother: 

1. tell you she's pleased 
2. kiss!hug you 
3. take you out, like to dinner/movies 
4. buy you something/give you money 

Father's Rewarding Behavior 1981 (Alpl.a=.51) 

When you've done something especially good, does your father: 

1. tell you he's pleased 
2. kiss!hug you 
3. take you out, like dinner/movies 
4. buy you something/give money 

Rules 1981 (Alpha=.44) 

Are there any rules about: 

1. watching tv 
2. keeping parents informed as to where you are 
3. doing homework 
4. dating/going to parties with boys and girls 

2These variables were not scaled, and are presented here only to specify question content. 
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Mother Strictness 198 I (Alpha=,49) 

How much like your mother are the following? 

1. she makes rules that are clear and consistent 
2. she's firm and gets you to do what sht, wants 
3. she wants to know where you are/wh[lt you're doing 

Father's Strictness 1981 (Alpha=.65) 

How much like your father are the following? 

1. he makes rules that are clear and con~istent 
2. he's firm and gets you to do what he wants 
3. he wants to know where you are/what you're doing 

Child's Reports of Mother's Concern/Support 198 I (Alpha=.74) 

How much like your mother are the following? 

1. she encourages you to always do your best 
2. she lets you know she appreciates what you try to accomplish 
3. she loves you and is interested in you 

Child's Reports of Father's Concern/Support 198 I (Alpha=.8 I) 

How much like your father are the following? 

1. he encourages you to always do your ~est 
2. he lets you know he appreciates what you try to accomplish 
3. he loves you and is interested in you 

Child's Attachment to Mother 1981 (Alpha=.63) 

1. How close do you feel to your mother? 
2. How much do you want to be like your mother when you're an adult? 

Chj!d's Attachment to Father 1981 (Alpha=.72) 

1. How close do you feel to your father? 
2. How much do you want to be like your father when you're an adult? 
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Mother's Punitiveness 1981 (Alpha=.58) 

When you do something wrong, does [your motherl: 

1. make fun of you 
2. threaten to spank or slap you 
3. yell at you 
4. act like she doesn't love you 
5. actually slap, spank you 

Father's punitiveness 1981 (Alpha=.63) 

When you do something wrong, does [your fatherl: 

1. make fun of you 
2. threaten to spank or slap you 
3. yell 
4. act like he doesn't love you 
5. actually slap, spank you 

Self-reported Delinquency 1976 (Alpha=.22) 

1. How much do you fight/argue with kids you play with? 
2. Have you ever gotten in trouble with teacher or principal for fighting at school? 
3. At school, do you listen to your teacher or fool around around a lot? 

parent's Reports of Child's Delinquency 1..226 (Alpha=.52) 

1. Has [child I ever had discipline/behaviur problems in school resulting in your receiving a 
note/being asked to come see teacher or principle? (If yes, the parent was asked 
the number of times this has occurred.) 

2. Has [child I ever been suspended, excluded, expelled from school? 

How well does [child I do at the following compared to other children his or her age? 

3. behave with parents 
4. get along with teachers 
5. get along with brothers and sisters 
6. get along with other kids 

7. Has [child I ever mn away from home') 

(..:ontinuecl) 



How much like [child] are the following'? 

8. fights/bulIies 
9. often lies 
10. breaks things deliberately 

11. Has [child] ever stolen anything? (If yes, parent was asked how many times.) 

Child's Self-reported Delinquency 1981 (Alpha=.75) 

1. How often do you fight/argue with friends? 
2. Did you get into a fight or serious arguement at school during the past week? 
3. In the past year, have you gotten into trouble with a teacher or principal for fighting 

with other kids at school? 

In the last year, how many times have you: 

4. stayed out later than parents said you should 
5. hurt someone badly enough to need bandages/doctor 
6. lied to parent(s) about something impvrtant 
7. taken something from a store without paying for it 
8. damaged school property on purpose 
9. gotten drunk 
10. had to bring parents to school becau"'e of something you did wrong 
11. stipped a day of school without peIT1ission 
12. How many times, if ever, have you pm away from home? 
13. How old were you when you first tried cigarettes? (If ever) 
14. How old were you when you first trkd alcohol, other than just a sip? (If ever) 
15. How old were you when you first tri~d marijuana? (If ever) 
16. How old were you when you first tried other drugs, such as LSD, coke, uppers, 

downers? (If ever) 
17. How many times, if ever, have you teen stopped or questioned by police/juvenile 

officers about something they thought you did wrong? 
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Parents Reports ofChiJd's Delinquency .981 (Alpha=.71) 

1. Since the last survey, has the child had behavior/disciplinary problems at school 
resulting in a note or request of parent/teacher conference? 
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2. How many times has child been suspended, excluded, or expelled from school since the 
flrst survey? 

How is the child at __ compared to other children his/her own age? 

3. getting along with teachers 
4. getting along with siblings 
5. getting along with other children 

Is __ true of child during past 3 montlrs? 

6. cheatsllies 
7. is disobedient at home 
8. is disobedient at school 
9. Since January 1977 how many times has [child] run away from home? 
10. Jince January 1977 has child stolen <:nything regardless of its value? 
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