Biology

Is there any evidence that criminal behaviour has a biological cause?
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Cesare Lombroso's (1835-1909) theory of anthropological criminology essentially stated that criminality was inherited, and that someone "born criminal"' could be identified by physical defects, which confirmed them as a criminal.  The pictures show the characteristics that Lombroso suggested criminals had.

Although, this theory now seems ridiculous and outdated, it fitted in with the theories of the time.  Remember, at around this time the concepts of Eugenics were gaining in popularity.  Hilter’s ideas of breeding a master race would have included eliminating those with ‘weak criminal’ genes!

Most modern theories of crime place far more emphasis on environmental factors.  

How could environmental factors explain some of the physical characteristics identified by Lombroso?
Brain Dysfunction

Adrian Raine of the University of Southern California has conducted research using PET scanning and found abnormalities in some parts of the brain in violent criminals.  He has found that low physiological arousal, birth complications, fearlessness and increased body size are early markers for later aggressive behaviour.

Raine (2002) – Understanding the development of antisocial behaviour in children.

Aim: - To make a multi-factor approach to understanding antisocial and aggressive behaviour in children.

Procedure: - A meta-analysis of a selection of articles covering neuropsychological, neurological and brain-imaging studies as they relate to anti-social behaviour in children.

Findings: - 

· A low resting hearty rate is a good predictor of an individual who will seek excitement to raise their arousal level, creating a fearless temperament.

· The adolescent brain is still forming its final connections in the pre-frontal lobe right up until the early twenties.

· Activity in the pre-frontal lobes of impulsive individuals, who are more likely to be antisocial and aggressive, is lower

· Birth complications and poor parenting with physical abuse and malnutrition, smoking and drinking during pregnancy all add to the risk. (This is a strength of this research as it considers other factors, not just biology, so it is less reductionist than other studies)

Conclusion: -Raine concludes that early intervention and prevention may be an effective way of reversing biological deficits that predispose to antisocial and aggressive behaviour.
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Exam Questions

a) Describe using relevant evidence, any two influences which explain why a person turns to crime (10)

Genes

Price (1966) suggested that males with an extra Y chromosome XYY ‘supermale’ were predisposed towards violent crime.  Individuals with XYY are above average height and below average intelligence.  It might be the latter characteristic (Low intelligence) that accounts for their over representation in prison populations.

Christiansen (1977) looked at 3586 twin pairs in Denmark a 52% concordance rate for criminality was found for monozygotic (identical) twins, compared to just 22% for dizygotic (non-identical) twins.  However, we must remember the effects of shared upbringing and if crime really was genetic we would expect a 100% concordance rate for monozygotic twins as they share 100% of their genes.

Bruner et al (1993) – A study of violence in a family with genetic abnormality

Aim: - A case study on a family from the Netherlands where males were affected by a syndrome of borderline mental retardation and abnormal violent behaviour.  These included impulsive aggression, arson, attempted rape and exhibitionism.

Procedure: - 5 affected males were studied.  Data was collected from the analysis of urine samples over a 24 hour period.

Findings: - The tests showed disturbed monoamine metabolism associated with a deficit of the enzyme monoamine oxidase A (MAOA).  A mutation was identified in the X chromosome of the gene responsible for the production of MAOA.

Conclusion: - MAOA is involved in serotonin metabolism.  Impaired metabolism of serotonin is likely to be responsible for mental retardation and this could be linked to aggressive behaviour.


Gender

In all cultures young males appear more often in crime statistics than any other groups.  Although, females do commit crime, the figures are far lower.

Why?

The male hormone testosterone has been cited as a factor in male violence, as it does influence levels of aggression.
Daly & Wilson (2001) noticed that young male offenders had a ‘short term horizon’.  This means that these individuals want instant gratification.  They have a short lifespan expectation due to the risky behaviour that they engage in.  Evolutionary theories suggest that the male role of hunter and protector predisposes them to more risky behaviour than females.

Daly & Wilson (2001) – Investigation of gender-related life expectancy

Aim: - To find out if homicide rates would vary as a function of local life expectancy in Chicago.

Procedure: - This was a Correlational study using survey data from police records, school records and local demographic records.  Local area average life expectancies, ranging from 54.3 -77.4 were compared to homicide rates in those areas.

Findings: - The homicide rates varied from 1.3 to 156 homicides per 100,000 persons per annum in the local area.  The correlation between life expectancy and homicide rate was strong (-0.88), this means that lower life expectancies were correlated with higher homicide rates,  School absenteeism was also negatively correlated with life expectancy.

Conclusion: - Daly & Wilson concluded that young men from disadvantaged neighbourhoods expected to live shorter lives and were therefore more likely to engage in risky behaviour.  However, these findings could be explained by social factors such as poverty and inequality rather than life expectancy.


Conclusions
Biological theories of crime are reductionist and determinist.  These theories can only really explain certain types of crime, mainly violent ones.  There is a danger of labelling individuals before a crime has actually been committed.  However, they are attractive and persuasive because they offer the possibilities of screening for criminality, intervention programmes and treatment.  In reality, it is the interaction between upbringing, environment, cognitive processes, and biology and individual differences between people that influences whether or not they turn to crime.  It must be remembered that everyone has free will; we choose whether or not to break the law.

This section on reasons for turning to crime clearly illustrates the nature/nurture debate.
Exam Questions
1a) Describe, using evidence, any two influences that explain why a person turns to crime. (10)

1b) Using the issue of reductionism, evaluate any two explanations of crime. (15).
Evaluation: -


What are the strengths & weaknesses of this study?




















What types of crime can’t be explained by this theory?





Evaluation: -


What are the issues with correlations?

















Does this theory explain gender differences?





Evaluation: - This is a very small scale study and therefore cannot be generalised to others.  The condition is also relatively rare.  Even in this family not all the males with the condition were violent, some could control it.  This study could be seen as being both reductionist and determinist.  Why?











