Classical Theory

Classical theory was a response to the the unpredictability of punishment in
the middle ages, and drew a distinction between criminal offence and those
against morality

Following Political revolution of the French revolution (1789-1799), American
war of Independence (1775-1783).

Classicism is underpinned by the assumption of free will and rational choice.
Reflecting this it was proposed that there needed to be greater certainty in
sentencing and the proportionate infliction of pain on the offender, in order
to deter rational actors from making the decision to commit a crime.

As proposed by Cesare Beccaria (1738-1794) the exercise of this free is
guided by self-interest, and as reflected in rational choice theory, offenders
make criminal decisions in their best interests, which occurs when the
anticipated gains outweigh the costs.

Based on this, individuals’ break the law in order to gain, excitement, money,
sex or something else they value, and thus as suggested by Jeremy Bentham
the pain (punishment) should outweigh this ‘objective’ pleasure.

The second limb of classicism was that deterrence should be the main aim of
punishment, in order to foster rational self-interest which leads to

compliance rather than opposition to the law.

Comparing Classicism with Positivism
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Response to crime
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