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INTRODUCTION

The article which appears below was first published by
Freedom Press in 1951, being the text of a lecture deliv-
ered by Alex Comfort on Delinquency in 1950 to a gathering
of anarchistse. '

The basis of what he is saying,however, remains applicable
today notwithstanding a length of time which has seen the
rise and fall of perhaps more 'fashionable' but less critical
approaches to the same problem.

This is not to say that all Dr. Comforts ideas, would meet
with the full approval of the more radical criminologists
today, particularly those who are at present developing
the transactionalist theories of deviance: (probably Alex
Comfort’s use of the Medical analogy, and his notions
regarding the persistent offender, would today be criticised)
Nevertheless , the central theme of his paper,i.e. his
analysis of the relationship between patterns of authority
in both family and society,and the creation of delinquency,
remains valid, and is being cxpanded in an attempt to reach
a more meaningful and critical understanding of criminal

)

deviance and doviance as a whole.
Alex Comforts proposition in 1950 that,

Yanng while some delinguents commit crimes,
those who-do are quite arbiirarily selected
by the form of law at the time, and that
others of identical make--up are either un-
punishable or are essential members of our
present type of society. They may even ma%s
the lawe which determine the selectiion.”

has been in essence taken up in 1968 by Howard Becker who
states,

" Social groups cieate deviance by making

rules whose infraction constiitutes deviance,

and by applying those rules to particular

people and labelling them as outsiderse

From this point of view, deviance is not a

quality of the act the person commits, but

rather a consequence of the application by 2)
others of rules and sanctions to an "offender™."

et

l. See Alex Comfort pe.le. belows
5. See Howard Becker, Outsiders 1963 p.9.
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and similarly by Denis Chapman when he says,

" Crime is a functional part of social
systemSe.o.ese designation of certain acts
as permitted,tolerated, or condemned in )
different circumstances is arbitrary."”

Thus contemporary exponents of the transactionalist and
other theories are raising questions of political import-—
ance as to the structure and dynamics of a society which
enables this. process to occur,

Ideas and experience from whatever source which may help
us to understand and answer some of these questions should
be investigated.

It is worth noting however , that ,™" political anarchism
is now as it was in the past important in diffusing ideas
which call into question the accepted system of beliefs
about the criminal,.”

3. See Denis Chapman. Sociology and The Stereotype of the
Criminal 1968. p.4.

40 Ibid. p6248o
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ORIGINAL INTRODUCTION

In the years following the Second World War, there has
been a great deal of concern about the ingrease in crime,
more especially juvenile crime in’this cuuntry. I¥ seems’
likely that crime has increased in all countizies of the
civilised world, and this fact alone would be sufficient
to suggest that there are underlying causes'of such beh-
aviour beyond the "wickedness" of the increasing number
of persons who commit criminal acts. But the work of
Freud and of other psychologists has made everyone today
far more conscious of the mechanism of motivation than
was concievable sixty years ago. And , as a result, it 1is
no longer possible to dismiss criminals as evil creatures
who ought t» be punished. Instead, most of us are uneas—
ily aware that "™ there, but for the grace of God,go =

Of course there are die-~hards who still think in the old
way, just as if Freud had never existed. A surprisingly
large number of them are to be found in the legal prof-
ession, at the Bar and on the Bench. But their utterances
only give point to the changed attitude because they seem
so utterly out of date and ovt of touch,

Punishment therfore scems less and less a satisfactory
way of dealing with those who break the law, especially
when they are juveniles. Increasingly the question of
causation intrudes itself. What makes them do what they do?
When they act in disregard of common humanity, what has
made them lose this human characteristic?

It is not difficult to see that the legal die-~hards react
in an outmoded fashion partly because they are on the def-
ensive. The law in its majesty sets the bounds of conduct
and chastises the transgressor. White is white and black
is black. But once the intruding spirit which seeks %o
understand appears on the scene this cut and dried aspect
begins to have blurred outlines and the comforts of dogma
are overturned. Hence the hostility of the legal mind
towards the psychiatric mind: hence the bombinating absur-
dities of the Bench and Wig,

Viewed with the knowledge of motive, of social upbringing
and the host of other factors which a psychiatric approach
to orime and criminals uncovers, the law cutc a rather un-—
pleasant figure, old-fashioned and over-righteaus, and
very much lacking that warm quality of understanding which
ig part of human social warmth and solidaritye

But the law is not the only quasi-sacrosanct institution
that a study of criminal motivation and origins brings




(iv)

into a certain disrepute. Society itself, with 1ts conv-
entions ard prohibitions and imperatives, its arbitrary
economic pressures, its varying opportunities afforded to
different groupings and classes: society itself must also
bear its share of responsibility for what its members,
even the so-called criminal ones do., Ofien, in the light

of the new insights, 5001etx appears as the superstitious
mass treating the criminal as the scapegoat for its_own
concealed sense of guilt. (My emph181s JoPe) 4

But socicty 1s nota bstract conception., It means aggregates
of men, women and children, all individuals with their own
responses, their own fears and hopes, Jjoys and unhapplness.
The more one understands the well springs of criminal beh-

aviour , the more lizht is shed on the motives of individ-
ual conducte

Hence there is far more in the study of crime than appears
at first sight. Yet, as Dr. Comfort shows in this lecture;
there are yet wider horizons. For crime is only breaking
the lawj but the concept of delindquency covers any pers—
istent anti-social behaviour whether forbidden or sanct-
ioned by the law. The realms of delinquency thus extends
into many fields of activity usually regarded as normal:
business and political activity present many examples of
‘delinquent, if not - by present legal enactments - criminal
bhehavioure.

In the space of this brief lecture, given at the Anarchisy
Summer School of 1950, Alex Comfort makes far clearer the
problems presented by delinquency. In doing so he shows
that these problems are by no means simple. If the die-
hards rezard criminals as fundamentially untreatable,the
tendency of the more sentimental progressives 1s to be
altogether +oo optimistic, for they often scem to think
that a more just and equal form of society will abolish
the delinquent. With the revolution they see the problem
disappearing overnight. In its extreme form it is a wisgh-,
ful '; .puerile, conception: on an intellectual level almost®
as low as the die-hard's, |

The study of delinquency uncovaers the social forces which
favour such delinquent tendencies, and exposes the frustr-
ations which %urn cehildren and adolescents from natural
warmth to a reactive hostility towards socie*y. In doing so
it points out to us the direction which an idcal society
should take. Alex Comfort rightly dAraws an analogy with
epidemic diseases. We have largely eradicated these by under-—
standing their causes. The eradication of delinquency, of
anti social behaviour may be far harder becausc 1t runs into
conflict with such established institutions as the law, the
authoritarian family and the sex denials of society. But it
can only succeed by adopiing a similar approache. ( Jello )~































