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fail in reducing delinquent or criminal behavior. Thus, the overall conclusion reached by 
experts was that the Boston project and other similar programs, such as the Chicago Area 
Project, typically fail to prevent criminal behavior.14

Cultural and Subcultural 
Theories of Crime

Cultural/subcultural theories of crime assume that there are unique groups in society 
that socialize their children to believe that certain activities that violate conventional
law are good and positive ways to behave. Although it is rather difficult to find large 
groups of people or classes that fit this definition, it is somewhat likely that there are

subcultures or isolated groups of individu-
als who buy in to a different set of norms 
than the conventional, middle-class set of
values.

Early Theoretical
Developments and
Research in Cultural/
Subcultural Theory
One of the key developments of cultural 
theory has been largely attributed to 
the 1967 work of Franco Ferracuti and 
Marvin E. Wolfgang, who examined the 
violent themes of a group of inner-city
youths from Philadelphia.15 Ferracuti and 
Wolfgang’s primary conclusion was that 
violence is a culturally learned adaptation 
to deal with negative life circumstances 
and that learning such norms occurs in 
an environment that emphasizes violence 

 their conclusion on an analysis of data 
 However, 

 This cultural/subcultural theory brings

, 
group of people that are summar-

ily different from those of the dominant culture. For example, communism is distinctly 
different from capitalism because it emphasizes equality over competition, and it values 
utopia (i.e., everyone gets to share all profits) over the idea that the best performer gets 
the most reward. So it can be said that communists have a different culture than capital-
ists. However, there is a substantial difference between a culture and a subculture, which 
is typically only a pocket of individuals who may have a set of norms that deviate from 
conventional values. Therefore, what Ferracuti and Wolfgang concluded is not so much 
a cultural theory as a subcultural theory.

This is also seen in the most prominent (sub)culture theory, which was presented by 
Walter Miller.18 Miller presented a theoretical model that proposed that the entire lower 
class had its own cultural value system. In this model, virtually everyone in the lower 
class believed in and socialized the values of six focal concerns: fate, autonomy, trouble,

Cultural/subcultural 
theorists claim that 
residents in such 
environments have a 
different normative code or  
moral values than do 
those in mainstream 
society, which often are 
counter to the law and 
conventional culture.

cultural/subcultural 
theory: a perspective 
on criminal offending 
that assumes that many 
offenders believe in 
a normative system 
distinctly different from 
and often at odds with
the norms accepted by 
conventional society.
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