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CHAPTER I 

TUESDAY, MARCH 24. 1998 

WESTSIDE MIDDLE SCHOOL. JONESBORO, ARKANSAS 

Transcript of 911 Call in School Shooting 

"March 26. 1998 8:02 p.m. EST - A transcript of calls received by an emergency 
operator after Tuesday's [24 March 1998] school shooting in Jonesboro, Ark.:" 
(http://www.nando.net). 

(Ring) 

Operator: 911. Where is your emergency? 

Female caller: There's been a shot at Westside High. Middle School. 

Operator: Been what? 

Caller: They've been shot at Westside Middle School. 

Operator: OK. All right. 

Caller: We need an ambulance as soon as possible. 

Operator: OK. Hold on. Just a second, ma'am. Do you know who 
done the shooting? 

Caller: No, we do not. 

Operator: OK. 

Caller: They came from everywhere. 

Operator: They came from everywhere? 

Caller: Yes ma'am. We went out for afire drill. 

Operator: OK. Was it another student"^ Or do you know? 
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Caller.- / don't know. I don't know. Please send an ambulance as 
soon as possible. 

Operator: Ma'am, we've got an ambulance en route. Do you know if 
it was only one shot? 

Caller; No, this is several. 

Operator: OK. We've got 

Caller: There's been blood loss. People with blood lost. 

Operator: OK. We will get someone out there. 

(Ring) 

Operator: 911. Where is your emergency? 

Male caller: Westside Middle School. We have a teacher down and 
several students down. I don't know the details. 

Operator: OK. All right, sir. We'll get... we've got 'em started. 

(Ring) 

Operator: 911. Where is your emergency"^ 

Male caller: I'm not sure of the emergency. They told me to call an 
ambulance out here to Westside Middle School. 

Operator: We've got them en route. Thank you. 

Caller: OK. 

(Ring) 

Female caller: This is Westside Middle School. We have several 
children down. We need more than one ambulance ... 

Operator: Ma'am. We've got all the ambulances... 



Caller:... and we need the police, too. 

Operator: We've got all the ambulances ... 

Caller: We've still got shots fired. 

Operator: OK. They 're still being fired? Where are they coming 
from? 

Caller: // looks like they're coming from the woods. We need 
someone here promptly. 

Operator: OK. Thank you. 

(Ring) 

Operator: 911. Where is your emergency? 

Female caller: This is Susan Welch from Westside Middle School. 
We have had shots fired. We have someone down. We need an 
ambulance here. 

Operator: OK. We have them coming. 

(Ring) 

Male operator: 911. Where is your emergency'^ 

Female caller: Do you know if you have help on the way to Westside 
Middle School? 

Operator: Yes ma'am. We sure do. Yeah. We do. 

Caller: OK. Thank you. 

(Ring) 

Operator: 911. Where is your emergency? 

Young caller: We have an emergency at Westside Middle School. 



Operator: Ma'am, we've got everybody en route. Everybody's en 
route. OK. Just be somewhere it's safe. Stay inside. 

Caller: OK. 

Operator: Stay inside. OK. 

Caller: Please. 

Operator: They're there, honey. 

This is the transcript of the recent shooting at Westside Middle School in 

Jonesboro, Arkansas. This is yet another example of the violence that children in 

the United States may possibly face. The school day began as an average 

Tuesday, but the course of events that was to transpire the remainder of the day 

was, at the very least, unforeseen. 

Description of Event 

[Thirteen-year-old, Mitchell] Johnson and [eleven-year old. Andrew] 
Golden have been charged with five counts of murder and 10 counts 
of battery. Four students were killed as they emerged in response to 
a phony fire alarm that the boys had set off. Two teachers were 
wounded trying to protect youngsters, and one of them—Shannon 
Wright, who had taught both boys—died in the hospital. Nine other 
students were wounded in the massacre.... (Mann) 



CHAPTER II 

CRIMINALITY AND AMERICA'S YOUTH 

Today's perception of our nation's teenagers is not at all comparable to the 

opinions we held just forty years ago. In 1948 youths were generally presumed to 

be honest, obedient, and destined to become productive members of a growing 

society. In 1998, associated with America's population of young people are 

stories of violence and general feelings of apathy. Thoughts on young people 

range widely: "the delinquent behavior of young people... can range from the 

annoying, mischievous, and unruly rascality to the frequently lovable rogue to the 

vicious, violent, and persistent criminality of the most unlovable, and often 

unloved, boy or girl" (Shoemaker vii). 

Jenkins and Bell report that: 

National and local statistics and self-report data indicate that youth 
have significant opportunities for violent encounters.... violence 
continues to occur at epidemic levels in many communities. 
Nationally, homicide among 15- to 19-year-old males increased 
153% between 1985 and 1991 and was the second leading cause of 
death for this group. (9) 

In a report on violence and delinquency in neighborhoods such as northeast 

Washington's Edgewood section, an inner city community, Barrett asserted "that a 

black male, age 15 to 19, is almost three times more likely to die from a shooting 

than trom illness. A white teen-ager is 11% more likely to die from a bullet than a 



disease." (Barrett 18) "We are creating a generation of people who just don't care 

about what it is they do to each other" (Freed 24). Generation Xers, as adolescents 

have been coined recently, adorned with their gang colors and armed with anger 

and frustration, are a constant reminder of the unstableness of the future of 

America. A representative of an international organization was quoted as saying, 

"Juvenile delinquency is a symptom of the decadence of a nation" (qtd. in Lejins 

25). "Perhaps this worry and attention derive from the perception that a nation"s 

future rests on the development of its youth [and that] today" s delinquent is 

tomorrow's cnminaf' (Shoemaker 5). 

As the events in Jonesboro. Arkansas, transpired, a nation was caught off-

guard in its understanding of young people. People often think that empirical 

evidence confirms the causes of all juvenile delinquency, when in fact each study 

is merely descriptive of particular incidents. No one theory is all encompassing. 

In this specific case, we need to ask ourselves, "What in fact were the determining 

factors in these young boys' lives that led them to execute a teacher and their own 

classmates?" In asking this question, one may turn to the theories of delinquency 

that have been developed over the years as a method of understanding and better 

dealing with such tragedies as the schoolyard shooting. 

There have been numerous studies of the possible causes of deviance, and 

many theories have been created in a collective effort to explain the onset of 

criminality among young people. "In the development of causal explanations of 



delinquency, the usual procedure is to identify contributory factors, or variables, 

that are associated with delinquency" (Shoemaker 6). Many types of delinquencv 

are studied, and from those that are examined, researchers are able to construct 

theories to define causal precursors to the delinquent behavior. 

"Many of the major theories of crime that have been promulgated appear to 

be more applicable to youthflil than to adult misbehavior"" (Shoemaker vii). It is 

not possible to cover every available theory that has been created to explain 

youthful criminality, but 1 will touch upon a number of theories that describe the 

possible causes of delinquency among juveniles. "While no one theory is able to 

provide the causal answer, some appear to be stronger than others [empirically]" 

(Shoemaker 8). 

"The past half century of sociological research on juvenile delinquency has 

led to the development of a diversity of causal images in the search for an 

understanding of the phenomenon" (Johnson 1). "Social scientists have 

speculated on the cause of delinquency for two hundred years. They have 

organized observed facts about delinquent behavior into complex theoretical 

models" (Siegel, Senna 85). Each theory brings with it its own hypothesis and can 

very plausibly be explanatory of a wide variety of misbehavior. 

The ensuing chapters will unveil specific theoretical approaches to 

criminality. Chapter III will explain the general biological components associated 

with the stage known as adolescence. Chapter IV will discuss theories associated 



with the individual aspects of criminality among youths. Chapter V highlights the 

specific psychological theories of delinquency, and Chapter VI touches on the 

social structure theories that have been developed in order to encompass other 

factors outside of the individual. 

How well will each of the selected theories describe the behavior of the two 

boys in Jonesboro? To what extent do the following theories seem like plausible 

explanations in reference to the actions of the two young men in the schoolyard on 

March 24? Engaged in this query, the layperson can enter into the study of 

theories of Juvenile Delinquency. Therefore, in order to determine a theory's true 

effectiveness in explaining causal factors of crime, individual scholars interested 

in the literature on juvenile delinquency must critically analyze each theory that 

proposes to explain misbehavior. Keeping in mind that all criminological theories 

are based on uncovering determinants of delinquency, we will explore a diverse 

sample of definitive theories of deviance in the subsequent chapters. 



CHAPTER III 

THE TEENAGE YEARS 

Adolescence itself is a new phenomenon; the idea has been with us 

for only 100 years (Straus 1). Within this century we. as a society, have come to 

conceive of the stage known as adolescence as a time of rapid physical growth, 

emotional confusion, intellectual change and, sadly, as a time that breeds 

delinquency. "By the turn of the twentieth century, the transition from childhood 

to adulthood became ambiguous and prolonged, and adolescence was invented" 

(Straus xi). The teenage years are characterized by bodily, intellectual, and 

emotional alterations that seem to occur in an explosion. As scholars, we must 

keep in mind that this sudden occurrence of transformation transpires among both 

"normal" adolescents and deviant adolescents. 

Adolescence is a time in which individual, familial, community, and 

societal factors make an immense impression on teens (Straus 1). Martha Straus 

writes, "the limbo-land of adolescence in our culture makes teenagers particularly 

vulnerable to the patriarchal structure that denies employment, status, and 

resources to adolescents" (Straus ix). Whatever the case, adolescence is 

recognized as a stage of development, and every American youth must confront it 

The question is, "Why do some teenagers opt to travel dov̂ m a deviant path of 

misbehavior, while others act in accordance with the laws and norms of society"^" 



With respect to the Arkansas shooting, from the developmental perspecti\ e, 

we are forced to examine the effects of adolescence on pre-pubescent males. The 

teenage years are fast approaching the two suspects, and each child is dealing with 

his own manifestations of the stresses that coincide with adolescence. The media 

has recently set its sights on descriptions of the boys" home lives, school lives, 

pasts, and development. 

Adolescents, though not yet having the intellectual capacity of adults, are 

affected not only by developmental variables but also by external pressures. Of 

considerable importance to teenagers' growth and development are family, peers, 

and community. These influences weigh heavily on the overall development of 

the adolescent. 

The family influence is of extreme importance in the disciplining of the 

child. "Children spew out their fiiry all the time, and adults ignore it or plumb it 

for meaning or punish it as an act of disrespect, depending on their philosophies of 

child rearing"" (Kastor). Extremely vital in the development of a child is the 

presence of parental authority. Discipline instills knowledge of boundaries, 

respect, and distinguishes right from wrong. 

When considering unanticipated acts of violence perpetrated by youngsters, 

Elizabeth Kastor reports, "Perhaps some fundamental human attachment has failed 

to occur early on" (Online) "The truth is it takes a tremendous amount of work to 

socialize a small human being. To cultivate a sense of empathy for other human 
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beings, to cultivate a sense of personal responsibility is terribly hard;" such are the 

thoughts expressed by Shawn Johnston, a forensic psychologist who has assessed 

in excess of 6,000 offenders (as qtd. by Mann). 

Peer groups also factor into a child's socialization. Armed with what they 

have learned at home, kids enter adolescence with their own concepts of right and 

wrong, of trust, of confidence, and of others' feelings. If parental sources of 

socialization, up to that point, have been disturbed or lacking, more emphasis is 

likely to be placed on peers' values, morals, and concepts of reality. 

In today" s society, it is imperative that teens are provided positive role 

models, opportunities, and education. At the most critical time of the development 

of the young person's identity and autonomy, it is extremely important that 

appropriate values, morals, and goals are presented by strong positive role models. 

11 



CHAPTER IV 

EARLY THEORIES 

Larry Siegel notes the history behind the theories that have come to define 

the causes of criminality: 

Since the late nineteenth century, criminological theory has pointed 
to various underlying causes of crime. The earliest theories 
generally attributed crime to a single underlying cause: atypical body 
build, genetic abnormality, insanity, physical anomalies, and 
poverty. Later theories attributed crime causation to multiple 
factors: poverty, peer influence, school problems, and family 
dysfiinction. (Siegel 107) 

Among the many theories that have been published and presented (to scholars, 

parents, school administrators, law enforcers, various human resource agencies 

and lay persons), a few are especially remarkable and worthy of consideration. 

Each theory may be applied to specific situations in order to be evaluated for its 

effectiveness in explaining criminality. Early theories of criminality can be 

divided into these groups—positivist, trait, and choice theories. 

Positivist Criminality 

Positivist Criminology was highly regarded as an explanatory theory of 

criminality in the mid-nineteenth century; as a scientific theory, it was also applied 

in order to understand misbehavior among people. Those who studied Positivist 

Criminology were known as Physiognomists. One of these was J.K. Lavater, who 
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"studied the facial features of criminals to determine whether the shape of ears, 

nose, and eyes and the distance between them were associated with antisocial 

behavior"' (Siegel 10). Such individual physical attributes were considered 

possible symptoms of deviance at that time in history We have since discovered 

no valuable significance in explaining behavior by such physical characteristics 

among criminals. 

Trait Theory 

Trait theorists, such as Cesare Lombroso, suggested that there is a genetic 

component to the criminal being. Lombroso's study of criminal anthropology 

revealed "atavistic anomalies," suggesting that criminality stems from within the 

individual, neither by free will nor socialization, but due to the fact that "they are 

throwbacks to more primitive times when people were savages" (Siegel 11). 

Indirect heredity, abnormalities caused by a "degenerate family," or direct 

heredity, "being related to a family of criminals," were considered to be indicative 

of potential criminal behavior (Siegel, 11). Such biological theories are no more 

explanatory of youthful misbehavior than are presumptions of the cause of 

delinquency. A critique of Positivistic theory must be made in relation to one's 

inability to distinguish between criminal and non-criminal merely on the basis of 

physical abnormalities or on the idea of "atavistic anomolies" lying deep within 

the individual offender. Such traits cannot be causative of misbehavior. 

13 



Choice Theories 

With the focus on the individual offender, we are presented with Choice 

Theories. According to Siegel and Senna, some Choice theorists believed that 

"the locus of delinquency is rooted in the individual: his or her decision-making 

ability, biological makeup, personality, and psychological profile" (88). With 

regard to Johnson and Golden, our 'schoolyard killers,' we must factor in age as a 

point on which to reflect. 

With Choice theories, we assume that the offender is capable of 

distinguishing right from wrong, the difference between what is real and what is 

fantasy, and that he/she is able to weigh the pros and cons of their actions. Are a 

thirteen-year-old and an eleven-year-old considered reasonable? From among the 

choice theories, we will try to apply 1) Classical Criminology, 2) Criminological 

Choice theory, and 3) Rational Choice theory to the incident in Jonesboro (as well 

as to imply the possible relevance of several other such views). Do these theories 

plausibly and coherently explain the cause of the behavior? 

Classical Criminology 

Classical Criminology was established by utilitarian philosophers Cesare 

Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham (Siegel, Senna 89). Classical Criminology, as 

explained by Larry Siegel, "has at its core the concept that people choose all 

behavior, including criminal behavior"" (109). Classical Criminology suggests that 
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an individual, assumed to be rational, will weigh the costs and benefits of his or 

her actions. If the profits of the criminal behavior outbalance the potential 

penalties, it is assumed that the deviant path will be taken (Peek). 

Shoemaker states, "the classical school in criminology argues that people, 

adults and children, act according to free will, rationally exercised, in the pursuit 

of happiness and the minimization of pain." (4) Gottfredson and Hirschi assert, 

"The motive to crime is inherent in or limited to immediate gains provided by the 

act itself (qtd. in Short, 144). 

Classical criminology, at its root, implies first that the individual be an 

intelligent, rational being. Assuming such, the theorv' proceeds to assert that 

behaviors are weighed against abstinence and deliberately chosen dependent upon 

the possibility of instantaneous gratification. First of all, in our application of this 

theory, we should determine if thirteen-year-old Johnson and eleven-year-old 

Golden were, in fact, rational. However, more in-depth study of developmental 

components in this case is required in order to be able to answer that question: 

What IS the definitive age at which children become responsible, rational entities? 

And does that average definitive age apply to the two youths involved in the 

Jonesboro incident? 

15 



Criminological Choice Theory 

Criminological Choice Theory, a later development from Classical Theory, 

states that "the decision to commit a crime is a function of personal choice"" 

(Siegel 109). Siegel and Senna assert "that young offenders engage in antisocial 

activity because they believe their actions will be beneficial and profitable" (88). 

"Although the American legal system is based on the notions of free will and 

individual responsibility, it has been recognized for some time that not all 

individuals have the same ability to reason and weigh the outcome of their 

behavior" (Shoemaker 5). With this in mind, we must again consider the 

developmental stage of these boys at the time of the shooting. 

Rational Choice Theory 

Rational Choice Theory explains criminality on the basis of the assumption 

that people are motivated by internal drives. Such needs include "greed, revenge, 

survival, [and] hedonism" (Siegel, Senna 89). "According to Rational Choice 

Theory, law-violating behavior is an event that occurs when an offender decides to 

risk transgressing after considering both personal and situational factors" (Siegel 

111). Siegel and Senna, focusing on the individual, suggest that this theory 

assumes "the delinquent to be a rational person who is willing and able to consider 

the consequences of his or her actions before making a decision" (90). 

16 



Control Theory 

Sociologists Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi "integrat[ed] the 

concepts of control with those of biosocial, psychological, routine activities, and 

rational choice theories" (Siegel 272). Weak external social bonds and weak 

internal social controls are tied directly to ones actions. Self-control and social 

bonds (especially with parents) are developed early in life. Short found that "weak 

social bonds within the family, in school, and among peers were associated with 

the commission of delinquent acts (Short 144). The elements of a social bond are 

characterized as "(1) attachment to others, (2) commitment to conventional 

behavior, (3) involvement in conventional activities, and (4) belief in the moral 

validity of social norms" (Short 145). Short also states, "Conversely, low self-

control also persists throughout life, influencing later social bonds and resulting in 

crime and/or other types of deviant behavior, given appropriate opportunities" 

(144). 

Control Theory implies that the individual's possession of the trait of self-

control is the determining factor in whether or not a person will choose to commit 

crime. Self-control "inhibits deviant behavior throughout life" (Short 144). "To 

Gottfredson and Hirschi, the explanation for the individual differences in the 

tendency to commit criminal acts can be found in a persons level of self-control" 

(Siegel 272). Siegel asserts, "Since those with low self-control enjoy risky. 
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exciting, or thrilling behaviors with immediate benefits, they are more likely to 

enjoy criminal acts" (273). 

Self-control is developed and nurtured early in a person"s life; "[it] remains 

stable into and through adulthood" (Siegel 273). Gottfredson and Hirschi 

associate inadequate self-control directly with inadequate child rearing. (Siegel 

273). Children "who are not attached to their parents, who are poorly supervised, 

and whose parents are criminal or deviant themselves are the most likely to 

develop poor self-control"' (Siegel 273). 

Situational Inducements 

Sociologist Jack Katz argues that crime is motivated by immediate 

gratification. "According to Katz, choosing to commit a crime satisfies the need 

to relieve emotional upheavals brought about by moral challenges" (Siegel, Senna 

92). Such emotional upheavals constitute situational inducements, which may 

include: "humiliation, righteousness, arrogance, ridicule, cynicism, defilement, 

and vengeance" (Siegel, Senna 92). 

Crime usually seeks some sort of instant fulfillment. It is this urgency for 

instant gratification that is detrimental to an adolescent's ability to control 

aggressive impulses. Fulfillment may come from the thrill of the act itself, the 

notoriety and prestige that accompany the crime, or simply from the risk of being 
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caught. In relation to the Jonesboro incident we see a necessity for action (for 

such instant gratification) when the boys contemplated their actions. 

Routine Activities 

Routine Activities Theory, developed by Lawrence Cohen and Marcus 

Felson, sheds light on the victim and on the opportunities available to the offender 

to commit crime. The "three variables that reflect the routine activities found in 

everyday American life [are] the availability of suitable targets; the absence of 

capable guardians; and the presence of motivated offenders" (Siegel, Senna 92-

93). Capable guardians might include home and car owners, parents, and law 

enforcement or security systems. Suitable targets may be unlocked homes or cars 

with no type of alarm or an unarmed, incapacitated individual. The lack of capable 

guardians grouped with suitable targets and motivated offenders increases the 

likelihood of crime. (Siegel, Senna 93) (See Fig. 4.1.) 

In the case of the schoolyard shooting, in relation to Routine Activities 

theory, the absence of capable guardians may include the absence of authority at 

home and at school; the suitable targets were the individual teachers and students 

that were unaware and unprotected; and the boys played the role as the motivated 

offenders. 
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CHAPTER V 

PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES 

"Because delinquent behavior occurs among youths in every racial, ethnic, 

and socioeconomic group, psychologists view it as a function of emotional and 

mental disturbance, rather than as a result of social factors such as racism, poverty, 

and class conflicf" (Siegel, Senna 109). Criminality is thought to be linked to an 

individual's emotional and mental capacity. Henry Maudsley, an English physician 

in the late nineteenth century, stated, "Crime is a sort of outlet in which 

[criminals'] unsound tendencies are discharged; they would go mad if they were 

not criminals, and they do not go mad because they are criminals" (qtd. in Siegel 

150). 

From among the various psychological theories, we will survey a number 

of modem approaches to the explanation of criminal behavior. From these 

theoretical standpoints, we will be able to draw valuable insight into the criminal 

entity. 

The Psychodynamic Perspective 

The Psychodynamic, or Psychoanalytic perspective, is associated with Viennese 

psychiatrist Dr. Sigmund Freud. Freud maintains that human development is 

based on the relationship of three personality components: the id, ego and 



superego. The id is present at birth and can best be described as the pleasure-

seeking part of a person's psychological makeup. The id is concerned with 

sustaining gratification at all costs. 

The ego develops early in a person's life and is "that part of the personality 

that compensates for the demands of the id by helping the individual guide his or 

her actions to remain within the boundaries of social convention" (Siegel 151). 

The ego is structured so as to be mediate between the id and the superego and is 

based on the reality principle. 

Freud's concept of the superego is that it is an "abstract representation of 

cultural values [and it holds that] ethical and moral conduct are responsible for 

self-imposed standards of behavior" (Schneider). In other words, the superego is 

similar to a person's conscience. The superego "is the moral aspect of people's 

personalities; it passes judgments on their behavior" (Siegel 151). 

When combining this train of thought with criminalit\. Siegel asserts, 

"psychoanalysts have continued to view the criminal as an id-dominated person 

who suffers from the inability to control impulsive, pleasure-seeking drives"" 

(Siegel 152). 

Fig. 5.1 illustrates Freud's concept of the behavioral manifestation resulting 

from the interaction of the id, ego, and superego. The ego is portrayed as the 

mediator between the id and the superego, and the outcome is the result based on 

the reality principle. In the case of Johnson and Golden, we must weigh the id 
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impulses against the superego's higher, more complex train of thought, which 

might include the internalization of moral values, societal norms, and a general 

comprehension of right from wrong. If we concur that a pre-adolescent child has 

not yet fully developed a superego, that might lead us to believe that id impulse is 

more of a determining factor in the aggressive or violent behavior manifestations 

of the individual. 

Id 

Pleasure-seekins Ego 

Mediator 

Superego 

Conscience 

V 

Fig. 5.1 Id, Ego, and Superego 

The major uncertainty with Psychodynamic theor\ is the researcher"s 

inability to measure essential concepts and Freud's basic assumptions. "Concepts 

such as [id, ego, superego and] unconscious conflicts are, by their \ ery nature. 

incapable of being directly observed" (Shoemaker 53). Questions arise when 



studying delinquency from the Psychoanalytic perspecti\ e, and assertions about 

causality can exist only in the form of hypotheses. 

General Personality Characteristics 

"Typically proponents of the personality trait approach assume that 

delinquency is a manifestation of underlying conflicts within the individual's 

psychological framework" (Shoemaker 55). The General Personality perspective 

takes into account that a collaboration among a person's personality traits 

contributes to his or her outlook on life in general. Shoemaker explains, "[General 

Personal Theory] assume[s] that negative or abnormal personality traits act in a 

general way to produce delinquency" (56). 

A major concept in this theory is the proposal that every individual, 

delinquents included, contains a "core personality," which is described as the 

possession of "a dominant, overriding set of values and attitudes that guide his [or 

her] behavior" (Shoemaker 56). Although the development of these personality 

characteristics is difficult to measure. Shoemaker contends, "the concept remains a 

vital component of this approach and should be so recognized" (56). 

Behavioral Theories 

Contrary to the oversimplified thought that criminals are inherently corrupt, 

the Behavioral stance resists the idea that people are bom criminals. Instead, 



theorists concern themselves with the daily activities that people engage in and 

their ability to leam behaviors. "The major premise of Behavior theory is that 

people alter their behavior according to the reactions it receives from others' 

(Siegel 153). The adoption of a behavior occurs when it is either rewarded or 

accepted by others. "With respect to criminal activity, the behaviorist views 

crimes, especially violent acts, as leamed responses to live situations that do not 

necessarily represent abnormal or morally immature responses" (Siegel 153). 

Theory of Imitation 

Gabriel Tarde, a learning theorist before his time, developed the Theory of 

Imitation. This theory asserts that, by way of three laws associated with 

imitation, a person may indeed become criminal. The first law in the Theory of 

Imitation (Siegel 150) is that individuals with personal and intimate bonds with 

one another are more likely to match each others actions as well as thought 

pattems. (This mle may apply directly to Golden's following of his older cohort, 

Johnson.) The second mle, according to Tarde, is that imitation is dependent on a 

hierarchical association. For example, youngsters imitate their elders in hopes of 

one day achieving the status and power of influence that their mentors' possess 

(Siegel 150). The final mle of the Theory of Imitafion is "the law of insertion,"' by 

which new mles, values, norms and behaviors are "superimposed on old ones and 

subsequently act either to reinforce or discourage previous customs" (Siegel 150). 
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These new behaviors have compounded the thrill and excitement; the old customs 

are then all but eliminated by the new. 

Social Leaming Theory 

An important Behavioral theory is Social Leaming theory. (Though this 

theory is social in orientation and, therefore, relevant to the next chapter, it is 

appropriate to consider it here because of its relation to Behavioral theory.) Albert 

Bandura is a social leaming theorist whose views are in accord with Behavioral 

theories. Bandura argues that people are not inherently deviant; but, instead, it is 

their surroundings that teach aggressiveness. In a criminology text, Larry Siegel 

describes the Social Leaming environment in which experiences might lead to 

crime: 

These experiences include personally observing others acting 
aggressively to achieve some goal or watching people being 
rewarded for violent acts on television or in movies. People leam to 
act aggressively when, as children, they model [Theory of Imitation] 
their behavior after the violent acts of adults. (Siegel 153) 

Leaming theorists agree that an individual may be biologically predisposed 

to criminality; however, their environment is the determining factor as to whether 

the individual indulges in illegality. In this case, situational factors induce a 

person's tendency toward misbehavior. (Siegel 153) 

Behavior modeling, similar to the theory of Imitation, is a method of 

leaming. There are three principal sources for the modeling behavior of children. 



One such reinforcer, as explained by Bandura, is the family's positive 

interpretation of the behavior. Another is associated with extemal stimuli, such as 

the exposure to commonplace violence (Siegel 153). In addition, the third 

fundamental source involved in modeling behavior is "provided by the mass 

media" (Siegel 153). 

Media and Youth Violence 

When considering the media, one must be aware of the coexisting theories 

of Social Leaming. With regard to young children, "who are still in the early 

stages of leaming social roles and standards of acceptable behavior," we must 

integrate the thought that they "may be more affected by the frequent depictions of 

violence on television" (Murray 73). On the other side of the coin, however, 

Murray asserts that "the complicating feature in this analysis is the fact that the 

adolescent [may have once been a child experiencing violence in the media] and, 

therefore, has a long history of exposure" (73). 

There is simply not enough empirical evidence to ascertain whether or not 

the media is a causal factor for a child's engaging in violence and criminality. The 

topic is in fact fascinating, and many adhere to its further research. 
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Cognitive Theory 

Cognitive theory asserts that people have wide and varied perceptions of 

their own environment. Founders of the Cognitive theory include Wilhelm 

Wundt, Edward Titchener and William James (Siegel 158). These theorists hold 

that the cognitive development of an individual is based on his or her moral and 

intellectual development and, also, the more humanistic idea associated with 

informafion processing (158). Moral and intellectual development, according to 

Jean Piaget, the founder of the approach, hypothesizes "that peoples reasoning 

processes develop in an orderly fashion: [by the end of development,] they have 

[become] mature adults who can use logic and abstract thoughf (Siegel 158). 

Information processing involves a persons application of his or her own "mental 

scripts," childhood associations of how to interpret events, and current life 

situafions (Siegel 158). 

Psychological theories begin to focus on the outside environment, while 

maintaining that criminality lies within the individual. By funneling more 

information, we are better able to grasp viable characteristics associated with 

unlawfiil behavior. Collectively, such theories offer a helpful—if partial— 

approach to understanding individual criminal behavior. They need to be 

complemented, however, by social perspectives. In the next chapter, then. Social 

Stmcture theories will be explored to include a variety of situational factors that 

further serve to influence individual behavior. 
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CHAPTER VI 

SOCIAL STRUCTURE THEORIES 

When considering Social Stmcture theories, we must interpret the impact of 

the individual"s environment. The organizafion of this environment has much to 

do with the impression it has on the individual. "Social stmcture theories hold that 

delinquent behavior is an adaptation to conditions that predominate in lower-class 

environments" (Siegel, Senna 168). 

The "culture of poverty," a term coined by sociologist Oscar Lewis, "is 

marked by apathy, cynicism, helplessness, and mistmst of such institutions as 

police, courts, schools, and govemment. Mistmst of authority prevents [the poor] 

from taking advantage of the few conventional opportunities that are available to 

them" (Siegel, Senna 138). Such disorganization is caused by "the constraints and 

opportunifies associated with living in a neighborhood in which the population is 

overwhelmingly socially disadvantaged" (Short 43). 

Although Social Stmcture theories seem to better explain deviance in 

relation to the poor, I believe that valuable information can be drawn from such 

theories and applied to others in an effort to describe the behavior of more than 

just those who live in poverty. Such information includes mistmst of authorities 

(possibly relative to parental relationships,) social stratification differentials 

(including the simple power differential between aduhs and children), and relative 



deprivation. All kids will think of themselves in relafion to their peers. Almost by 

definition, we associate peer influence with adolescence. From among the rich 

assemblage of available social structure theories, we will focus on social 

disorganization, strain, and cultural deviance theories. 

Social Disorganization Theory 

Social disorganization theory refers to the poor communit\ "s 

inability to control or direct the behaviors of its residents (Siegel, Senna 168). 

"Neighborhoods that lack or have lost the means to control deviance, protect 

residents, and regulate social conduct are at risk" (Siegel, Senna 142-3). 

According to W.J. Wilson, author of The Tmly Disadvantaged: 

A major factor contributing to weakened social control at the 
community or neighborhood level under ghetto poverty conditions is 
social isolation from mainstream institutions, values, and role 
models... it has become more difficult to 'sustain the basic 
institutions' of socialization and social control, (qtd. in Short 55) 

Unequal Distribution/Social Stratification 

Social stratification (or socio-economic classes) has to do w ith "the unequal 

distribution of wealth and income, [with political power, and/or social prestige]" 

(Siegel, Senna 138), which may contribute to social disorganization. Often the 

poor are affected most by the social sfratification of the community, and they find 

it difficult to picture themselves outside of their own social sfrata. In other words. 



they see no way out of their situation when considering conventional means by 

which to obtain wealth, power and prestige. This brings to mind the concept of 

"relative deprivation."" 

Relative Deprivation 

Relative deprivation entails a number of characteristics associated with the 

social stratification of a community. Relative deprivation asserts that individuals 

of a certain class opt either to compare themselves to people of the same status, 

lesser status, or to people of higher status. In the event that a poor person 

compares him/herself to someone with lesser social standing, he/she may have a 

better chance to excel by way of accepted moneymaking means. 

Conversely, if a poor person rates him/herself to someone of a higher socio

economic status, then he/she will be more likely to engage in criminal activity in 

order to counter the deficit in power and prestige. It is all a matter of the question 

"relafive to whom'̂ " (Schneider, 1998). 

Strain Theories: Merton's Theory of Anomie 

The core concept of strain theory is that most people share similar values 

and aspirations. Although societal goals are unvarying, relatively few people have 

the ability or means to achieve economic and social success, [thereby breeding] 

anger, resentment, and aggression (Siegel, Senna 153) Strain is not as much a part 



of middle- and upper class life. Since the opportunifies are more readily available 

to the socially advantaged, they feel much less strain than those in the lower class. 

Dependent upon the intensity and continuance of such strain, is the motivation for 

criminal activity. Crime in this case would serve as a means to relieve the strain 

(at least temporarily) as well as to secure a symbol of success. 

The concept of anomie, or state of normlessness and insecurity, was 

brought to popularity by Robert Merton. "Anomie conditions arise when the rule 

of law becomes weakened and powerless to maintain social control. Under these 

condifions, crime can be considered a 'normal' response to exisfing social 

factors." (Siegel, Senna 154) Merton asserts that we have norms; however, when 

we are unable to follow them, they erode (Schneider). 

Cultural Deviance Theories: Differential Opportunities Stmcture 

Another effort to explain criminality is cultural deviance theories. 

The media have led the public to believe that the older of the two boys in Arkansas 

was in fact affiliated with a gang, a subculture. Whether this idea is founded or 

not has yet to be revealed. The cultural deviance theories tend to apply directly to 

deviant groups such as gangs. 

Independent subcultures are often created by the lower class as a result of 

sfrain, caused by disappointment and frustration. Subcultures have their own sets 

of value, norms, and models of accepted behavior, thereby lessening the strain on 



its members. Members of these subcultures may violate laws "because they obey 

the mles of the deviant culture with which they are in close and immediate 

contacf (Siegel 193). Cultural deviance holds that "people perceiving strain will 

bond together in their own groups or subcultures for support and recognition" 

(Siegel 199). 

"The differential opportunity theory has two basic assumptions: 1) that 

blocked economic aspirafions cause poor self-concepts and general feelings of 

frustrations, and 2) that these frustrations lead to delinquency in specialized 

[subcultures]" (Shoemaker 109). It is also important to mention that 

"opportunities for a successful criminal career in organized crime... are not open to 

everyone. Both legitimate and illegitimate opportunities [may be unavailable]." 

(Siegel 193) "Once the delinquent has successfiilly demonstrated his eligibility 

for acceptance by persons higher in the criminal stmcture, social controls are 

exerted to suppress undisciplined, expressive behavior"' (Cloward 67.) 

Both the psychological theories surveyed in Chapter V and the social 

sfructure theories reviewed in this chapter propose conflicting rationalizations and 

motivations for criminal behaviors; however, the psychological theories are 

likened to the social structure theories in that they attempt to offer explanatory 

hypotheses of the causes of criminality. Each theory proposes some degree of 

plausible rationale for criminality although no single theory offers a complete 

explanation. With consideration to the compelling hypotheses that we have 



surveyed thus far, we ask ourselves "What definite points can we conclude*^" 

Chapter VII focuses on that question. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

Although many of the theories mentioned seem to be in conflict with one 

another, it must be said that each theory was developed to ascertain the causes and 

the meaning of criminality among offenders. Some theories serve to complement 

each other as well. For example, the choice theories all stem from the basic idea 

that criminality is a viable decision made by the individual. The separate theories 

associated with choice theory take the same fundamental idea and branch out with 

different and unique explanafions of deviance. 

Each speculation employs its own theoretical perspectives and biases and, 

therefore, all will not agree on a single causal explanation. It is incumbent upon 

those who are interested in leaming more about the causes of delinquency to go 

forth and evaluate for themselves the literature. 

When one seriously asks and conscientiously pursues a question, he/she 

becomes a scholar. From the time we become scholars, we seek out information 

in hopes of answering our questions. As students, we must remember that the 

literature is available to us, but what we do with that literature is up to us. 

Theories are assumptions—hypotheses—and they offer one explanation to a 

particular quest. We must bear in mind that no one theory is the end-all and be-all 

in any study. 
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We must research on our own to find a model which best suits our query. 

The writings reviewed in this study (in the search for causality of delinquency in 

the two youths in Arkansas) are but a few that are available. The theories 

mentioned were brief overviews of researchers" interpretations of the same basic 

question. Some perspectives are more applicable than others when the 

components of the inquiry are modified. One theory may be more explanatory 

that another, based solely on the characteristics of the offender. 

I have yet to discover a single theory which best presents a foundation for 

the explanation of the deadly display in the schoolyard in Jonesboro, Arkansas. 

As the investigation and analyses transpire, we will leam more about the events 

that preceded March 24, 1998. Such an incident has left people, beyond the 

remorse and grief and anger, with deeply puzzling questions about the motivations 

for such youthful criminality. I will continue to seek out the literature and will do 

research of my own in trying to determine an answer to my fiindamental question: 

"Why do kids commit crime?" 

Because no single theory of delinquency (or collaboration thereof) has been 

conceived which contains a comprehensive hypothesis of adolescent criminality 

which can stand alone and serve as a fundamental "piece of the puzzle," I shall 

maintain the opinion that one will be ultimately be uncovered. I hope one day to 

make a contribution toward such a holistic theory; but as far as the scope of this 

study, to venture such a formulation would be premature. 
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