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Modern Social Control Theories
As the previous sections attest, control theory has been around, in various forms, for 
some time. Modern social control theories, to which we now turn our attention, build on 
these earlier versions of social control but also add a level of depth and sophistication. 
Two modern social control theories that we consider here are Matza’s drift theory and 
Hirschi’s social bonding theory.

MATZA’S DRIFT THEORY. The theory of drift, presented by David Matza in 1964, claims 
that individuals offend at certain times in their lives when social controls, such as parental 
supervision, employment, and family ties, are weakened.86 In developing his theory, Matza 
criticized earlier theories and their tendency to predict too much crime. For example, 
theories such as those of the Chicago School would wrongfully predict that all individuals 
in bad neighborhoods will commit crime. Likewise, strain theory predicts that all poor 
individuals will commit crime. Obviously, this is not true. Thus, Matza claimed that there 
is a degree of determinism (i.e., Positive School) in human behavior but also a significant 
amount of free will (i.e., Classical School). He called this perspective soft determinism, 
which is the gray area between free will and determinism. This is illustrated in Table 10.2.

Returning to the basics of Matza’s theory, he claimed that individuals offend at times in 
life when social controls are weakened. As is well-known, the time when social controls 
are most weakened for the majority of individuals is during their teenage years. It is at 
this time that parents and other caretakers stop having a constant supervisory role. At the 
same time, teenagers generally do not have too many responsibilities—such as careers or 
children—that would inhibit them from experimenting with deviance. This is consistent 
with the well-known age–crime relationship; most individuals arrested are in their teen-
age years (see Figure 10.8).87 Once sufficient ties are developed, people tend to mature 
out of criminal lifestyles.

Matza further claimed that when supervision is absent and ties are minimal, the majority 
of individuals are the most “free” to do what they want. Where, then, does the term drift 
come from? As shown in Figure 10.8, it is during the times when people have few ties 
and obligations that they will “drift” in and out of delinquency. Matza pointed out that 
previous theories are unsuccessful in explaining this age–crime relationship. For example, 
he claimed that “most theories of delinquency take no account of maturational reform; 
those that do often do so at the expense of violating their own assumptions regarding the 
constrained delinquent.”88

Matza insisted that “drifting” is not the same as a commitment to a life of crime. Instead, 
it is “experimenting” with questionable behavior and then rationalizing it. The way youth 
rationalize behavior that they know to be wrong is through the learning of techniques of 
neutralization, discussed earlier in this chapter.

soft determinism: 
the assumption that both 
determinism and free will 
play a role in offenders’ 
decisions to engage in 
criminal behavior.
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Belief held by classical theorists A sort of middle-ground 
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Belief held by positive theorists

Assumes all behavior is the result 
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Assumes all behavior is the result of 
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peers) determining behavior

Matza’s Concept of Soft Determinism as the Middle-Ground Stance 
Between Two Extreme Assumptions of Criminal Behavior
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