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INTRODUCTION

IN the years following the Second World War, there has been a

great deal of concern about the increase in crime, more especially
juvenile crime in this country. It seems likely that crime has increased
in all countries of the civilised world, and this fact alone would be
sufficient to suggest that there are underlying causes of such behaviour
beyond the “wickedness” of the increasing number of persons who
commit criminal acts. But the work of Freud and of other psycho-
logists has made everyone to-day far more conscious of the mechanism
of motivation than was conceivable sixty years ago. And, as a result,
it is no longer possible to dismiss criminals as evil creatures who ought
to be punished. Instead, most of us are uneasily aware that “there,
but for the grace of God, go 1.”

Of course there are die-hards who still think in the cld way, just
as if Freud had never existed. A surprisingly large number of them
are to be found in the legal profession, 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they seem so utterly out of date and out of touch.

Punishment therefore seems 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 commen
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 defensive, 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 to understand appears on the scene this cut and dried aspect
begins to have blurred outlines and the comforts of dogma are over-
turned. Hence the hostility of the legal mind towards the psychiatric
mind: hence the bombinating absurdities of the Bench and Wig.

Viewed with knowledge of motive, of social upbringing and the
host of other factors which a psychiatric approach to crime and
criminals uncovers, the law cuts a rather unpleasant figure, old-
fashioned and over-righteous, and very much lacking that warm quality
of understanding which is a part of human social warmth and solidarity.

But the law is not the only quasi-sacrosanct institution that a study
of criminal motivation and origins brings into a certain disrepute.
Society itsclf, with its conventions and prohibitions and imperatives, its
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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. Often, in the light of the new insights, society appears as the
superstitious mass treating the criminal as the scapegoat for its own
concealed sense of guilt. |
~ But society is no abstract conception, It means aggregates of men,
women and children, all individuals with their own responses, their own
fears and hopes, joys and unhappiness. The more one understands
the well springs of criminal behaviour, the more light is shed on the
motives of individual conduct. ‘ =
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 law; but the concepf
of delinquency covers any persistent anti-social behaviour whether
forbidden or sanctioned by the law, The realm 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 behaviour.
. In the space of this brief lecture, given at the Anarchist 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 regard criminals as fundamentally
untreatable, the tendency of the more sentimental progressives is to be
altogether too optimistic, for they often seem 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 wishful, puerile, conception: on an intellectual level almost
as low as the die-hard’s. |
The study of delinquency uncovers the social forces which favour
such delinquent tendencies, and exposes the frustrations which turn
children and adolescents from natural warmth to a reactive hostility
towards society. In doing so it points out to us the direction which
an ideal society should take. Alex Comfort rightly draws 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 because it runs into conflict with such
 established institutions as the law, the authoritarian family and the
sex denials of our society. But it can only proceed from a similar
- grasp of the causes at work. | J.H.

DELINQUENCY

HE Mikado, you may remember, prided himself on making the

punishment fit the crime. If he had been one of the more pro-
gressively-minded English Home Secretaries, he would have talked
about making it fit the delinquent. A great many people use the word
as a rather genteel term for criminal. 1 want to begin by pointing
out that this is technically incorrect. Crime is something which the
law punishes, and that is all it is. You probably know that the
leading maxim of criminal law is that nothing is punishable unless
the law expressly forbids it: crimes are those actions which are
prohibited and which are punishable, and the term is a legal one.
Delinquency is a psychiatric term, and it usually means that kind of
behaviour disorder which expresses itself in injury to other people, or
general mischief to society. <ol

Now it is delinquency, and not crime, which psychiatry studies.
I think you will see that this must be so—statistical data on the
prevalence of crime, for example, are almost meaningless, because any
action can become a crime or cease to be a crime overnight.. If Parlia-
ment passes a Bill, or the Minister issues an order, forbidding the
sale of herrings less than four inches long, it is going to be reflected
in the crimimal statistics. I’m choosing an extreme instance 10
illustrate the distinction. In most societies, including our own.
it is quite true that most crimes, at least the important ones, are
acts of delinquency, but .in the last hundred years this has become
very much less true, owing to the growth of a very large body of
administrative law. And the distinction becomes highly important as
soon as one begins to try to use psychiatric methods in dealing with
those whom the courts convict. It must be quite obvious, I think,
when we hear people saying that all convicted criminals ought to
receive psychiatric treatment, that psychiatry would have very little
to say to Robin Hood convicted of shooting the King’s deer, or
to the man who steals when he is starving, or to the Tolpuddle martyrs,
or to the individual who is convicted of street betting. Those are
not extreme instances. In the last few years we have seen psychiatrists
being asked to rehabilitate people and readjust them in society because
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they refused to drop bombs on civilians or to conform to the Nazi
racial laws. I don’t think I need say any more to stress the distinction
between criminal and delinquent, except to point out something I am
coming back to later, that while some delinquents commit crimes,
those who do are quite arbitrarily selected by the form of the law at
the time, and that others of identical make-up are either unpunishable or
are essential members of our present type of society. They may even
make the laws which determine the selection. |

I want to begin, however, by confining myself to the delinquents
who are criminals, in the sense that they persistently fall foul of
society and of the people round them in ways which bring them into
conflict with the law, because they present a definite challenge to the
ideas of society which we, at this conference, have been discussing.
One of the standing arguments in favour of the coercive power wielded
by the State is that delinquents of this type exist, and that we need
to be protected against them. Now I know that most of us here
don’t accept that argument, any more than we accept punishment.
What I want to do to-day is to give you a clearer idea of the
evidence which, to my mind, justifies our rejection of it, but never-
theless I feel, from reading a good deal of our literature, that we
are in danger of under-estimating the activity of these delinquents,
and of assuming rather blithely that in a society of the kind we
envisage they will disappear and give no more trouble. It is quite
true, I believe, that we can eradicate this kind of delinquency almost
entirely by altering the form of society, but only if we have a
very clear idea of the exact causes which produce them. If we
talk in general terms about getting rid of capitalism or of coercion,
we are really being just as vague as the elderly magistrates who talk
about improving the moral standards of the nation. The only hope
of getting rid of delinquency, in an anarchist society or in any other,
depends on our having as accurate a picture of its causes as we
have of the causes of epidemic disease, and we can get that information
by exactly the same methods. I want to look at some of the ideas
of causation in delinquency which have been held in the past, then
at more recent studies, and lastly at the implications of this work in
any planning of new social patterns which we undertake.

During the period when our criminal law was formed, the normal
explanation of delinquency was that it arose from spiritual wicked-
ness. In other words, it had a supeérnatural cause. So long as that
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view persisted, attempts to analyse this construct any further were
rather limited and scattered, though they were not by any means absent.
With the growth of deism and rationalism, the idea of original sin

. and of the Devil did not decay at all rapidly—they became translated

into the ideas of a basic human tendency to relapse into aggression
against others, and in the idea of antisocial instinctual drives:
which had to be curbed. We no longer accept the “basic human
tendency”’, or rather, we recognise that aggressive impulses are:
normally the obverse of social impulses, but we have to accept the
idea that some people have strongly-developed antisocial impulses—
the starting-point of rational criminology came when individual workers:
began to try to ascertain where these impulses originate, why some
people show them more strongly than others, and how they can be
remedied. The book which is usually regarded as the start of
modern psychiatry of delinquents is Beccaria’s Dei Delitti ¢ Delle Pene,
published in 1764, but that book is a plea for humane treatment rather
than a study of causes. Perhaps the first serious study of causes,.
though it was rather a mistaken one, came from the physiognomist.
Lavater, who originated two of the longest-lived and most misleading.
ideas in psychology, that of the criminal type and that of the:
personality-trait, which he claimed to be able to recognise in the face..
His influence is very manifest in the work of Lombroso at the starc
of the century. The tendency of Lombroso’s work, as you probably
know, was to assume that crime was an innate predisposition, similar
to artistic proficiency or high intelligence. Ideas of this kind did
much to limit the attempt to treat delinquents with a view to cure, by
assuming that the man who commits crimes is genetically different
from the man who does not, but it did rest on one very important
observation, which still holds good, that those who commit crimes
fall into two very sharp groups—those who 'commit one crime from a
fairly obvious cause, who steal when they are hungry or murder some-
one under the influence of extreme provocation, and those who are
recurring decimals and commit crime after crime, very often identical’
in detail.

I think it is important to recognise this fact, when we try to
assess the claim of political theory that the law and the coercive
forces of the State are our main protection against delinquents. Quite:
apart from any consideration of anarchism, the facts show that a
relatively large proportion of the crimes which occur, and which are
delinquent crimes, as opposed to administrative offences, are the work:
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