there is “an excess of definitions favorable to law
violation over those favorable to conformity.” The
theory has been criticized on the grounds that it
is 00 vague and untestable. Some crimes such
as check forgery and embezzlement do not fit the
differential association model. Despite these limi-
tations, many forms of deviant and criminal be-
havior fit Sutherland’s model, and it has had a
major impact on the field of deviance theory.

One of the variations on Sutherland’s theory
of differential association is found in Daniel
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As Morris Cohen once said, one of the most fas-
cinating problems about human behavior is why
men violate the laws in which they believe. This
is the problem that confronts us when we attempt
to explain why delinquency occurs despite a
greater or lesser commitment to the usages of
conformity. A basic clue is offered by the fact
that social rules or norms calling for valued be-
havior seldom if ever take the form of categorical
imperatives. Rather, values or norms appear as
qualified guides for action, limited in their ap-
plicability in terms of time, place, persons, and
social circumstances. The moral injunction
against killing, for example, does not apply to the
enemy during combat in time of war, although a
captured enemy comes once again under the pro-
hibition. Similarly, the taking and distributing of
scarce goods in a time of acute social need is felt
by many to be right, although under other circum-
stances private property is held inviolable. The
normative system of a society, then, is marked
by what Williams has termed Aexibility; it does

*“Techniques of Neutralization: Theory of Delinquency”
by Gresham M. Sykes and David Matza. American Sociologi-
cal Review, 22 (Dec., 1957).
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Glaser’s formulation of “differential identifica-
tion.” According to Glaser, it is not always neces-
sary to have direct group interaction to acquire
the values and knowledge to commit acts of
deviance and crime. A person may simply iden-
tify with a real or imaginary group or persons
from whose perspective deviance is acceptable.
Here the emphasis is on the choice of models,
rather than the direct interaction with deviant
subgroups.
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not consist of a body of rules held to be binding
under all conditions.'

This flexibility is, in fact, an integral part of the
criminal law in that measures for “defenses to
crimes” are provided in pleas such as non-age,
necessity, insanity, drunkenness, compulsion, self-
defense, and so on. The individual can avoid
moral culpability for his criminal action—and .
thus avoid the negative sanctions of society—if he
can prove that criminal intent was lacking. It is
our argument that much delinquency is based on
what is essentially an unrecognized extension of
defenses to crimes, in the form of Justifications for
deviance that are seen as valid by the delinquent
but not by the legal system or society at large.

These justifications are commonly described
as rationalizations. They are viewed as following
deviant behavior and as protecting the individual
from self-blame and the blame of others after the
act. But there is also reason to believe that they .
precede deviant behavior and make deviant behave
ior possible. It is this possibility that Sutherland
mentioned only in passing and that other writers
have failed to exploit from the viewpoint of so-
ciological theory. Disapproval flowing from in«
ternalized norms and conforming others in the
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This flexibility is, in fact, an integral part of the
criminal law in that measures for “defenses to
crimes” are provided in pleas such as non-age,
necessity, insanity, drunkenness, compulsion, self-
defense, and so on. The individual can avoid
moral culpability for his criminal action—and
thus avoid the negative sanctions of society—if he
can prove that criminal intent was lacking. It is
our argument that much delinquency is based on
what is essentially an unrecognized extension of
defenses to crimes, in the form of justifications for
deviance that are seen as valid by the delinquent
but not by the legal system or society at large.

These justifications are commonly described
as rationalizations. They are viewed as following
deviant behavior and as protecting the individual
from self-blame and the blame of others after the
act. But there is also reason to believe that they
precede deviant behavior and make deviant behav-
ior possible. It is this possibility that Sutherland
mentioned only in passing and that other writers
have failed to exploit from the viewpoint of so-
ciological theory. Disapproval flowing from in-
ternalized norms and conforming others in the

social environment is neutralized, turned back, or
deflected in advance. Social controls that serve to
check or inhibit deviant motivational patterns are
rendered inoperative, and the individual is freed
to engage in delinquency without serious damage
to his self-image. In this sense, the delinquent
both has his cake and eats it too, for he remains
committed to the dominant normative system and
yet so qualifies its imperatives that violations are
“acceptable” if not “right.” Thus the delinquent
represents not a radical opposition to law-abiding
society but something more like an apologetic
failure, often more sinned against than sinning in
his own eyes. We call these justifications of de-
viant behavior techniques of neutralization; and
we believe these techniques make up a crucial
component of Sutherland’s “definitions favorable
to the violation of law.” It is by learning these
techniques that the juvenile becomes delinquent,
rather than by learning moral imperatives, values,
or attitudes standing in direct contradiction to
those of the dominant society. In analyzing these
techniques, we have found it convenient to divide
them into five major types.

The Denial of Responsibility

Insofar as the delinquent can define himself as
lacking responsibility for his deviant actions, the
disapproval of self or others is sharply reduced in
effectiveness as a restraining influence. As Justice
Holmes has said, even a dog distinguishes between
being stumbled over and being kicked, and modern
society is no less careful to draw a line between in-
juries that are unintentional, i.e., where responsi-
bility is lacking, and those that are intentional. As a
technique of neutralization, however, the denial of
responsibility extends much further than the claim
that deviant acts are an “accident” or some similar
negation of personal accountability. It may also be
asserted that delinquent acts are due to forces out-
side of the individual and beyond his control such
as unloving parents, bad companions, or a slum
neighborhood. In effect, the delinquent approaches
a “billiard ball” conception of himself in which he
sees himself as helplessly propelled into new situa-
tions. From a psychodynamic viewpoint, this ori-
entation toward one’s own actions may represent a
profound alienation from self, but it is important to
stress the fact that interpretations of responsibility

are cultural constructs and not merely idiosyncratic
beliefs. The similarity between this mode of Jjusti-
fying illegal behavior assumed by the delinquent
and the implications of a “sociological” frame of
reference or a “humane” jurisprudence is readily
apparent.” It is not the validity of this orientation
that concerns us here, but its function of deflecting
blame attached to violations of social norms and
its relative independence of a particular personality
structure.’ By learning to view himself as more
acted upon than acting, the delinquent prepares the
way for deviance from the dominant normative
system without the necessity of a frontal assault on
the norms themselves.

The Denial of Injury

A second major technique of neutralization cen-
ters on the injury or harm involved in the delin-
quent act. The criminal law has long made a dis-
tinction between crimes which are mala in se and
mala prohibita—that is, between acts that are
wrong in themselves and acts that are illegal but
not immoral—and the delinquent can make the
same kind of distinction in evaluating the wrong-
fulness of his behavior. For the delinquent, how-
ever, wrongfulness may turn on the question of
whether or not anyone has clearly been hurt by his
deviance, and this matter is open to a variety of in-
terpretations. Vandalism, for example, may be
defined by the delinquent simply as “mischief”—
after all, it may be claimed, the persons whose
property has been destroyed can well afford it.
Similarly, auto theft may be viewed as “borrow-
ing,” and gang fighting may be seen as a private
quarrel, an agreed-upon duel between two willing
parties, and thus of no concern to the community
at large. We are not suggesting that this technique
of neutralization, labeled the denial of injury, in-
volves an explicit dialectic. Rather, we are arguing
that the delinquent frequently, and in a hazy fash-
ion, feels that his behavior does not really cause
any great harm despite the fact that it runs counter
to law. Just as the link between the individual and
his acts may be broken by the denial of responsi-
bility, so may the link between acts and their con-
sequences be broken by the denial of injury. Since
society sometimes agrees with the delinquent, e.g.,
in matters such as truancy, “pranks,” and so on, it
merely reaffirms the idea that the delinquent’s



neutralization of social controls by means of quali-
fying the norms is an extension of common prac-
tice rather than a gesture of complete opposition.

The Denial of the Victim

Even if the delinquent accepts the responsibility
for his deviant actions and is willing to admit that
his deviant actions involve an injury or hurt, the
moral indignation of self and others may be neu-
tralized by an insistence that the injury is not
wrong in light of the circumstances. The injury, it
may be claimed, is not really an injury; rather, it
is a form of rightful retaliation or punishment.
By a subtle alchemy the delinquent moves him-
self into the position of an avenger and the victim
is transformed into a wrong-doer. Assaults on ho-
mosexuals or suspected homosexuals, attacks on
members of minority groups who are said to have
gotten “out of place,” vandalism as revenge on an
unfair teacher or school official, thefts from
a “crooked” store owner—all may be hurts in-
flicted on a transgressor, in the eyes of the delin-
quent. As Orwell has pointed out, the type of
criminal admired by the general public has prob-
ably changed over the course of years and Raffles
no longer serves as a hero:* but Robin Hood, and
his latter-day derivatives such as the tough detec-
tive seeking justice outside the law, still capture
the popular imagination, and the delinquent may
view his acts as part of a similar role.

To deny the existence of the victim, then, by
transforming him into a person deserving injury is
an extreme form of a phenomenon we have men-
tioned before, namely, the delinquent’s recognition
of appropriate and inappropriate targets for his
delinquent acts. In addition, however, the existence
of the victim may be denied for the delinquent, in a
somewhat different sense, by the circumstances of
the delinquent act itself. Insofar as the victim is
physically absent, unknown, or a vague abstraction
(as is often the case in delinquent acts committed
against property), the awareness of the victim’s ex-
istence is weakened. Internalized norms and antici-
pations of the reactions of others must somehow be
activated if they are to serve as guides for behavior;
and it is possible that a diminished awareness of
the victim plays an important part of determining
whether or not this process is set in motion.
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The Condemnation
of the Condemners

A fourth technique of neutralization would ap-
pear to involve a condemnation of the condemn-
ers or, as McCorkle and Korn have phrased it, a
rejection of the rejectors.” The delinquent shifts
the focus of attention from his own deviant acts
to the motives and behavior of those who disap-
prove of his violations. His condemners, he may
claim, are hypocrites, deviants in disguise, or im-
pelled by personal spite. This orientation toward
the conforming world may be of particular im-
portance when it hardens into a bitter cynicism
directed against those assigned the task of en-
forcing or expressing the norms of the dominant
society. Police, it may be said, are corrupt, stu-
pid, and brutal. Teachers always show favorit-
ism and parents always “take it out” on their
children. By a slight extension, the rewards of
conformity—such as material success—become
a matter of pull or luck, thus decreasing still fur-
ther the stature of those who stand on the side of
the law-abiding. The validity of this jaundiced
viewpoint is not so important as its function in
turning back or deflecting the negative sanctions
attached to violations of the norms. The delin-
quent, in effect, has changed the subject of the
conversation in the dialogue between his own
deviant impulses and the reactions of others; and
by attacking others, the wrongfulness of his own
behavior is more easily repressed or lost to view.

The Appeal to Higher Loyalties

Fifth, and last, internal and external social controls
may be neutralized by sacrificing the demands of
the larger society for the demands of the smaller
social groups to which the delinquent belongs,
such as the sibling pair, the gang, or the friendship
clique. It is important to note that the delinquent
does not necessarily repudiate the imperatives of
the dominant normative system, despite his failure
to follow them. Rather, the delinquent may see
himself as caught up in a dilemma that must be re-
solved, unfortunately, at the cost of violating the
law. One aspect of this situation has been studied
by Stouffer and Toby in their research on the
conflict between particularistic and universalistic
demands, between the claims of friendship and
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general social obligations, and their results suggest
that “it is possible to classify people according to a
predisposition to select one or the other horn of a
dilemma in role conflict.® For our purposes, how-
ever, the most important point is that deviation
from certain norms may occur not because the
norms are rejected but because others’ norms, held
to be more pressing or involving a higher loyalty,
are accorded precedence. Indeed, it is the fact that
both sets of norms are believed in that gives mean-
ing to our concepts of dilemma and role conflict.

The conflict between the claims of friendship
and the claims of law, or a similar dilemma, has of
course long been recognized by the social scientist
(and the novelist) as a common human problem.
If the juvenile delinquent frequently resolves his
dilemma by insisting that he must “always help a
buddy” or “never squeal on a friend,” even when it
throws him into serious difficulties with the domi-
nant social order, his choice remains familiar to
the supposedly law-abiding. The delinquent is un-
usual, perhaps, in the extent to which he is able to
see the fact that he acts in behalf of the smaller so-
cial groups to which he belongs as a justification
for violations of society’s norms, but it is a matter
of degree rather than of kind.

“I didn’t mean it.” “I didn’t really hurt any-
body.” “They had it coming to them.” “Every-
body’s picking on me.” “I didn’t do it for myself.”
These slogans or their variants, we hypothesize,
prepare the juvenile for delinquent acts. These
“definitions of the situation” represent tangential
or glancing blows at the dominant normative sys-
tem rather than the creation of an opposing ide-
ology; and they are extensions of patterns of
thought prevalent in society rather than something
created de novo.

Techniques of neutralization may not be pow-
erful enough to fully shield the individual from
the force of his own internalized values and the
reactions of conforming others, for as we have
pointed out, juvenile delinquents often appear to
suffer from feelings of guilt and shame when
called into account for their deviant behavior.
And some delinquents may be so isolated from
the world of conformity that techniques of neu-
tralization need not be called into play. Nonethe-
less, we would argue that techniques of neutral-
ization are critical in lessening the effectiveness

of social controls and that they lie behind a large
share of delinquent behavior. Empirical research
in this area is scattered and fragmentary at the
present time, but the work of Redl,” Cressey,® and
others has supplied a body of significant data that
has done much to clarify the theoretical issues
and enlarge the fund of supporting evidence. Two
lines of investigation seem to be critical at this
stage. First, there is need for more knowledge
concerning the differential distribution of tech-
niques of neutralization, as operative patterns of
thought, by age, sex, social class, ethnic group,
etc. On a priori grounds it might be assumed that
these justifications for deviance will be more
readily seized by segments of society for whom a
discrepancy between common social ideals and
social practice is most apparent. It is also possi-
ble, however, that the habit of “bending” the
dominant normative system—if not “breaking”
it—cuts across our cruder social categories and is
to be traced primarily to patterns of social inter-
action within the familial circle. Second, there is
need for a greater understanding of the internal
structure of techniques of neutralization, as a sys-
tem of beliefs and attitudes, and its relationship
to various types of delinquent behavior. Certain
techniques of neutralization would appear to be
better adapted to particular deviant acts than to
others, as we have suggested, for example, in the
case of offenses against property and the denial
of the victim. But the issue remains far from
clear and stands in need of more information.

In any case, techniques of neutralization ap-
pear to offer a promising line of research in en-
larging and systematizing the theoretical grasp of
juvenile delinquency. As more information is un-
covered concerning techniques of neutralization,
their origins, and their consequences, both juve-
nile delinquency in particular and deviation from
normative systems in general may be illuminated.

Notes

1. Cf. Robin Williams, Jr., American Society, New
York: Knopf, 1951, p. 28.

2. A number of observers have wryly noted that
many delinquents seem to show a surprising awareness
of sociological and psychological explanations for
their behavior and are quick to point out the casual role
of their poor environment.
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