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Introduction to Edwin Sutherland and
Criminology

Principles of criminology Edwin Sutherland have been foundational to the field of
criminology and have significantly influenced how we understand crime and criminal
behavior. Sutherland, an American sociologist, introduced various theories that challenged
the prevailing notions of crime during the early to mid-20th century. He is best known for
his ideas on white-collar crime, differential association theory, and the social context of
criminal behavior. This article delves into Sutherland's key principles, focusing on their
implications and relevance in contemporary criminology.

Background of Edwin Sutherland

Edwin Sutherland was born in 1883 and became a prominent figure in sociology and
criminology. He served as a professor at several prestigious universities, including the
University of Chicago and Indiana University. His work laid the groundwork for modern
criminological theories, particularly concerning the social dimensions of crime. Sutherland's
emphasis on the social environment and its role in shaping human behavior marked a
departure from biological determinism that dominated earlier criminological thought.

Key Contributions to Criminology

Sutherland's contributions can be classified into several critical areas:

Differential Association Theory

One of Sutherland's most significant contributions is the differential association theory,
which he introduced in his landmark work, "Principles of Criminology," published in 1939.
This theory posits that criminal behavior is learned through interaction with others. The key
tenets of differential association theory include:

Learning through interaction: Criminal behavior is not inherent but learned1.
through communication and social interactions.

Influence of groups: Individuals are influenced by the groups they associate with,2.



leading to the adoption of behaviors and attitudes that may be criminal.

Variability in exposure: The frequency, duration, and intensity of interactions with3.
pro-criminal versus anti-criminal groups determine the likelihood of engaging in
criminal behavior.

Sutherland emphasized that the learning process involves not just the techniques of
committing crimes but also the motives, drives, and rationalizations that support these
behaviors. This theory has been instrumental in understanding how peer influence and
social networks contribute to criminality.

White-Collar Crime

Another groundbreaking concept introduced by Sutherland is that of white-collar crime. He
defined white-collar crime as crimes committed by individuals in their professional life,
particularly in business settings. Sutherland's assertion was that these crimes often cause
more harm than street crimes but receive less attention from law enforcement and the
media. Key aspects of white-collar crime include:

Corporate crime: Activities conducted by corporations that violate the law, such as
fraud, insider trading, and environmental violations.

Occupational crime: Crimes committed by individuals in the course of their
employment for personal gain.

Impact on society: White-collar crimes can have far-reaching consequences,
affecting economies, public health, and trust in institutions.

Sutherland's work highlighted the need for a broader understanding of crime that includes
the actions of powerful individuals and institutions, challenging the stigma that crime
primarily occurs in impoverished communities.

Social Context of Crime

Sutherland's emphasis on the social context of crime led to a greater appreciation of the
environmental factors that contribute to criminal behavior. He posited that societal
structures, including socioeconomic status, family dynamics, and cultural norms, play a
pivotal role in shaping individuals' propensity to commit crimes. This perspective has paved
the way for several important considerations in criminology:

Social Disorganization Theory: This theory, which builds upon Sutherland's ideas,1.
posits that crime is more likely to occur in communities with weak social structures



and where residents have less cohesion.

Strain Theory: Sutherland's insights into social pressures and inequality paved the2.
way for further exploration of how societal strain can lead to criminal behavior.

Cultural Deviance Theory: This theory suggests that certain cultural values may3.
promote criminal behavior, particularly in marginalized communities.

By focusing on the social context, Sutherland encouraged criminologists to consider how
social factors, rather than individual pathology, contribute to crime.

Critiques and Limitations

While Sutherland's contributions are widely recognized, they have also faced criticism.
Some critiques include:

Oversimplification of Learning Processes

Critics argue that differential association theory may oversimplify the complex processes of
learning and behavior. Not all individuals exposed to criminal behavior become criminals,
and various other factors—including personality traits, mental health, and biological
predispositions—may play significant roles.

Neglect of Structural Factors

Some scholars contend that Sutherland's focus on individual learning processes neglects
the broader structural factors, such as systemic inequality and institutional racism, that
contribute to crime. While Sutherland acknowledged social context, critics argue that he did
not sufficiently address how these larger forces shape criminal behavior.

Limited Focus on Victimization

Sutherland's work primarily emphasizes the offender's perspective, often overlooking the
experiences and roles of victims in the criminal justice process. This limitation has led to
calls for more comprehensive approaches that include victimology as a critical aspect of
criminological research.

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance



Despite the critiques, Sutherland's principles remain highly influential in contemporary
criminology. His ideas have paved the way for various research avenues and have
encouraged scholars to explore the intersections of crime, society, and power. Some
contemporary applications of Sutherland’s principles include:

Policy Implications

Sutherland's work has significant implications for criminal justice policies. By highlighting
white-collar crime, policymakers are urged to consider the need for robust regulations and
enforcement mechanisms to combat corporate malfeasance. This has led to reforms in
areas like financial regulation, corporate governance, and ethics in business practices.

Education and Prevention Programs

Understanding the social learning processes outlined in differential association theory has
led to the development of educational and prevention programs targeting at-risk youth.
These programs aim to provide positive role models and mentorship to counteract the
influence of delinquent peers.

Interdisciplinary Approaches

Sutherland's emphasis on social context has encouraged interdisciplinary approaches to
criminology, integrating insights from sociology, psychology, economics, and law. This
holistic perspective fosters a more comprehensive understanding of crime and informs
effective interventions.

Conclusion

The principles of criminology Edwin Sutherland represent a critical turning point in the
study of crime, emphasizing the importance of social context, learning processes, and the
complexities of criminal behavior. His theories have not only enriched academic discourse
but have also shaped public policy and practice in the field of criminology. While critiques
exist, the enduring relevance of Sutherland's work underscores the importance of
understanding crime as a socially constructed phenomenon influenced by a myriad of
factors. As we continue to explore the intricacies of criminal behavior, Sutherland's
contributions will undoubtedly remain a cornerstone of criminological thought.

Frequently Asked Questions



Who was Edwin Sutherland and why is he significant in
criminology?
Edwin Sutherland was an American sociologist known for his contributions to criminology,
particularly for developing the concept of 'white-collar crime' and for his differential
association theory, which suggests that criminal behavior is learned through social
interactions.

What is the differential association theory proposed by
Sutherland?
The differential association theory posits that criminal behavior is learned through
interactions with others. Individuals learn the values, techniques, and motives for criminal
behavior from close relationships with others who engage in or condone such actions.

How did Sutherland define 'white-collar crime'?
Sutherland defined white-collar crime as a crime committed by a person of respectability
and high social status in the course of his occupation, emphasizing that these crimes can
have significant societal impacts despite being non-violent.

What are the key principles outlined in Sutherland's
principles of criminology?
Sutherland's principles of criminology include the idea that crime is a social phenomenon,
that it is learned behavior, and that it is influenced by social structures and relationships,
highlighting the importance of understanding the social context of criminal actions.

What impact did Sutherland's work have on modern
criminology?
Sutherland's work significantly impacted modern criminology by shifting the focus towards
understanding the social processes behind crime, promoting the study of non-traditional
crimes, and influencing policies related to corporate and white-collar crime.

What criticisms have been leveled against Sutherland's
theories?
Critics argue that Sutherland's differential association theory lacks clarity on the
mechanisms of learning criminal behavior, may not account for individual differences, and
can oversimplify complex social dynamics that lead to crime.

How do Sutherland's ideas relate to contemporary
discussions on crime and justice?
Sutherland's ideas remain relevant in contemporary discussions on crime and justice,
particularly in analyzing corporate misconduct, the inequalities in the criminal justice



system, and the societal factors that contribute to criminal behavior.
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