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Drift theory goes on to say that individuals do not reject the conventional normative 
structure. On the contrary, much offending is based on neutralizing or adhering to subter-
ranean values that they have been socialized to use as a means of circumventing conven-
tional values. This is basically the same as asserting one’s independence, which tends to 
occur with a vengeance during the teenage years.

As discussed in Chapter 8, subterranean values are quite prevalent and underlie many 
aspects of our culture. For example, while it is conventional to believe that violence 

is wrong, boxing and other injury-prone 
sports are some of the most popular spec-
tator activities. Such phenomena create 
an atmosphere that readily allows neu-
tralization or rationalization of criminal 
activity.

We will see other forms of subterranean 
values when we discuss risk-taking and 
low self-control later in this chapter. In 
many contexts (such as business), risk-
taking and aggressiveness are seen as 
desirable characteristics; so many individ-
uals are influenced by such subterranean 
values. This, according to Matza, adds to 
individuals’ likelihood of “drifting” into 
crime and delinquency.

Matza’s theory of drift seems sensible on 
its face, but empirical research examin-

ing the theory has been mixed.89 One of the primary criticisms of Matza’s theory, which 
even he acknowledged, is that it does not explain the most chronic offenders, the people 
responsible for the vast majority of serious, violent crimes. Chronic offenders often 
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Source: Tibbetts, S., & Hemmens, C. (2010). Criminological Theory: Text/Reader. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 
Publications., p. 460.
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