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Abstract  The difference between criminals and non-criminals has always been 
a topic for criminal psychologists. It is easy to describe the features of offences 
by their social and legal attributes, while it is still difficult to find any significant 
difference of the features from ontological perspective of criminals. To get to 
know criminals from the point of personality, we may discover the essential 
features of criminals. However, while acknowledging the role of personality, the 
variables such as situations, moods and social relationships can not be neglected. 
Meanwhile, it is also necessary to study the personality mechanism of criminals. 
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摘要  犯罪人与未犯罪者的差异一直是犯罪心理学家们所关注的。从犯罪行为的社

会属性与法律属性上，我们很容易得出对其特征的描述，而从犯罪人本体角度去认

识，尚难以发现特征的显著差异。从人格的角度去认识犯罪人，是我们发现犯罪人

本质特征的视角。但在明确人格作用的同时，不可忽略情景、情绪、社会关系等变

量的作用，同时有必要研究犯罪人的人格机制。 
 
关键词  人性，犯罪人，属性，人格，情景 
  
The Features of thing often express their inherent or unique attributes, and as 
“particularly notable symbol or mark, which distinguishes one thing from 
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another” (Word Ocean, 1979), such attributes are often the differences reflected 
in comparison with other similar things. Exploration of the essential features of 
criminals is to understand criminals as a whole (group) so as to obtain the true 
information regarding the difference of this group with other groups. 

1 Introduction 

Is there any difference between criminals and non-criminals? If so, is the 
difference out of human nature or attribute or feature? What criteria or variables 
should be adopted to distinguish such difference? Those questions are constantly 
on the mind of those who are engaged in the research on criminal psychology. 
Explanation of common sense based on experience and traditional ethics has 
long dominated public understanding of criminals. Starting with the evil nature 
of offences and the legal consequences of crime, people are used to considering 
all individuals who have had such behaviors the source of evil, emotionally 
separating criminals from ordinary people by the approach of dichotomy and 
naturally excluding criminals socially from the standpoint of “who keeps 
company with the wolf will learn to howl”. Such labeling effect actually hampers 
our understanding of the essential features of criminals, leading us to make 
stereotyped description of criminals only out of the mechanical determinism and 
thus forming the mindset of “good people do not commit crimes and those who 
commit crimes are not good people”. 

Modern psychology is formally defined as the scientific study of the behavior 
of individuals and their mental process. (Gerrig, Zimbardo, 2003) Its scientific 
nature requires that psychological conclusions be based on evidence collected by 
using scientific methods and principles and that any process upgrading 
assumptions to theories or viewpoints must adopt the means of strict statistical 
tests. As a subject based on the empirical method of natural science, psychology 
emphasizes more on the study of individuals; and as an applied subject in the 
framework of psychological science, criminal psychology, as seen from other 
subjects, is a subject that mainly studies individual criminals. Nonetheless, the 
other aspect of criminal psychology is at the same time a social scientific subject 
considering the category of the objects under study. The ultimate goal of social 
scientific theories is not purely the understanding of individual behavioral 
patterns but the pursuit of the law of social life of human beings as a whole so as 
to construct the theories on group life instead of individual life. The basic 
purpose of the research on criminal psychology is not purely to explain the 
behavior and psychology of individual criminals, but conduct probability 
interpretation of the criminal group through deduction according to 
psychological theories already formed, or form theoretical viewpoints 
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characteristics of general interpretation based on the research of numerous 
criminal cases and consequently conduct induction and analogy of the essential 
features of the criminal group and other reference groups, hence drawing 
conclusions of predictable value. The study of the essential features of criminals 
should be guided by a comprehensive methodology, which can neither rely on 
the interpretation of individual cases even though the methods adopted by such 
interpretation are strict and scientific, nor neglect the thinking on “human nature” 
of individuals, but rather, it should, at a more generic level, treat criminals as an 
assumption group as described in social psychology and take them as an integral 
sample of the comparative study. Only in this way can an objective and true 
conclusion of predictable significance be reached. 

2 Human attributes 

The understanding of basic human features is the prerequisite for analysis on the 
essential features of criminals. When we conduct abstract and generic analysis on 
“human beings”, it is not difficult to find that the understanding of basic human 
attributes can be analyzed step by step from denotation to connotation. Here the 
so-called attribute may be defined as the inherent nature of things. In order to 
correctly understand the nature of things, we must grasp the sum of the attributes 
of all aspects and master the essential attributes of things. (Feng, 1992) 

First of all, human is material and objective existence, and in this respect, he 
shares the common features of all forms of substances. Dialectical materialism 
believes that “Things are objective existence that are independent of 
consciousness but can be reflected by human consciousness.” (Encyclopedia of 
China, 1995) 

Since human is material, he can be described in the same method we 
understand things and he has all kinds of the features of material. Firstly, human 
can be understood. Human being can understand and reflect and change himself 
based on such understanding. However such understanding is in the process of 
constant development or even endless. Secondly, human is an organic body and 
in a concrete form, which can be observed and measured by physical and 
anthropologist methods. In the construction of the form it is reflected the 
systematic and structural natures, and in content it can be deconstructed by using 
variables of physics like particles and molecules. Thirdly, human is changeable 
as substance. Such change may be both development in the positive direction or 
retrogression in the negative direction; and it can be structural change within 
substances or external change of form. 

Human is material, however, which does not mean that the material attribute is 
his sole attribute. Simply put, the attribute of human is a form of existence as all 
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the objective existence with or without life. It can thus be inferred that the main 
feature of human’s first attribute, materialism, is existence. As a substance that 
exists, he is similar to all that exists in the universe.  

Secondly, human is biological and bound to be restricted by the law of biology. 
He can be seen as a higher form of the movement of substances in nature, and a 
substance that is called life when its chemical evolution reaches a certain stage. In the 
taxonomy of organism, human belongs to phylum Chordata — vertebrata — 
mammalian — primates — hominidae. In this respect, human is the same as 
other animals, which can not get away from nature and its inevitability. 

Compared with substance without life, human has in the first place three basic 
functions of life: (1) Self-adjustment function. In the process of existence, living 
things adjust their internal function and their relationship with external 
environment almost all the time so as to achieve internal balance or adaptation. 
This often appears to be the instinct physiological reaction in human. Such 
adjustment is completed through the perception of nervous activity, which is a 
physiological or nervous phenomenon normally not realized clearly by brain or 
even not influenced by thought,1 less likely to be observed directly by other 
people; and it is basically a process completed by the organic body itself. It 
should be noted that the procedure or instruction of such adjustment is hereditary 
and inherent, where there is absolutely difference among individuals. Of course, 
such adjustment only means that activated for adapting to the internal biological 
environment and the external natural environment and does not involve the 
environment of social relationship. (2) Self-replication function. This is a feature 
differentiating life system from chemical system. From cell division to life 
reproduction, anything can be called self-replication. The operation of 
self-replication function gives life hereditary substances; the restriction and 
influence on life of the gene especially DNA lead to biological differences of 
individuals. (3) Selective reaction, or purposeful reaction, refers to the reaction of 
individual life system stimulated by internal and/or external living things or 
natural variables with the purpose of adaptation. Whether or not to react and 
what kind of reaction to make can be controlled and selected by the system 
itself,2 and there are also individual and situational differences.  

The three functions mentioned above are indispensable to biological human. 
Their combination and connection construct the life system, enabling human to 
complete the life process of conception, birth, growth, reproduction, aging and 
                                                        
1 Everybody can control and adjust his own moods and behavior, change his own habit and 
even construct or deconstruct his own perception and personality at free will. However, he 
cannot freely control his own breath, pulse, blood pressure, cerebral cortex or nervous 
transmission process. 
2 The reaction here mainly refers to the nervous process, which is different from the behavioral 
reaction dominated by psychological reflection. 
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death under the action of the law of biology. As a living thing, human is 
restricted by and adapted to natural laws governing organisms on the one hand, 
and on the other hand human is restricted by individual biological existence, 
adapting to the physiological reality and realizing the adaptation process with 
natural environment as organism. The natural selection and biological evolution 
in the development of human beings endow human with the second feature 
produced by his biological attribute — adaptability. Meanwhile, under the 
influence of inheritance, the biological human can demonstrate different 
physiological basis, the difference of which is not only reflected in individuals 
but also in the different human races and even in different ethnic groups.  

Thirdly, human may think. The abstract thinking ability of human is the 
important feature differentiating human from other creatures. Human’s thinking 
activity is different from the cellular reaction of lower level of animals and the 
nervous reaction of normal creatures, which is a psychological process in which 
brain reflects objective matters dynamically, and a function of brain. Human’s 
psychological activity is the motion mode of brain, and the material existence 
including brain is the carrier of psychological activities; and human’s biological 
activity, especially those of nerves and body fluid, is the process of psychological 
activities, as well as the basis of the generation of thinking activity through 
reaction to the perception of external matter and internal stimuli. 
  Although the psychology of human being with the ability of thinking is not a 
substance, it builds on the basis of the whole material organisms and biological 
organisms, especially brain, and hence it is a unified unitary relationship rather 
than a simple biological phenomenon featured by reactive adaptation. If 
recognized from the perspective that matter is primary and mind is secondary, 
the nature of mind or psychology or spirit lies in the reflection of objective 
matters, and the reflection process, content and result are on the one hand 
restricted by different individual biological constructions, and on the other hand, 
they can never avoid the influence of social environment but differ with 
individuals. Both the pattern of individual cognition and the construction of 
personality structure are featured by initiatives, selectiveness and relatively free 
will. From this perspective, the main feature of thinking, which is the third 
attribute of human, can be summarized as purposiveness. The purposiveness 
feature of human with thoughts includes three key components of traditional 
cognition: Initiative, selectiveness and process of will.  

In a deeper sense, the motive source of human activities always flow toward 
the benefits of human. The so-called benefit is meant to be selected and 
recognized by nature, and such fundamental benefit is human’s purpose. At the 
same time, we adjust or repress our own desire and behavior according to the 
society, nature, conditions and situations for a certain purpose or wish, and no 
behavior exists without purpose. The level of our awareness of such purpose is 
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different and such purpose means differently to human. Fundamentally human as 
a biological existence has the purpose of adapting to environment and 
safeguarding survival and development and the purpose of continuously 
improving life quality through transformation of environment. Human as a social 
existence has the purpose of adapting to the society, improving himself and 
coping with social relationship through self realization. Human with thoughts has 
the purpose of judging external environment through adjusting biological needs 
to better adapt to environment so that environment may serve him to the 
maximum extent. It can be said that “Human’s psychology is an adaptive system. 
It selects behaviors according to goals to adapt to specific occasions and 
situations.” (Smith, 2005) And different purposes direct impact on the difference 
of social consequences of behaviors. 
 Though human’s concrete purposes vary widely, they are not inevitable results 
determined by the biological nature but established by the congenital biological 
bases and the acquired social environment in the interaction between individuals 
and situations based on the constructed psychology and behaviors. At the level of 
human with thoughts, the difference of individuals is reflected in the 
above-mentioned content, and furthermore, such difference varies greatly in the 
interactive process. 

Lastly, human is social existence. In view of original source, society is not 
purely a kind of material existence, and it is mostly composed of relationships 
among people. “The essence of human is not the inherent abstract thing of 
individuals; in reality, it is the sum of all the social relationships.” (Complete 
Works of Marx and Engles, 1979) Due to the existence of society, every 
individual lives in different social environments, plays different social roles, and 
experiences different socialization process and realizes different socialization 
results as restricted by different social relationships. For a long time we have 
regarded social nature as human’s most essential attribute, which is too abstract. 
The nature of relationship is summarized as the core feature of human’s social 
nature. Such summarization contains a few levels of meaning: On the one hand, 
once existing in social environment, any individual is bound to be restricted by 
various social relationships as both constituent and influencing factor of social 
relationships; and on the other hand, human’s social nature means the individual 
who wants to do whatever they wish never exists. In social reality any of our 
behaviors is restricted by various relationships and constrained by various norms 
that adjust relationships, and the existence of relations can never be ignored in 
the process of achieving individual purposes, such as blood tie, interpersonal 
relationship, responsibility, role and position, rights and obligations. Moreover, 
different relationship structures are of different significances to individuals, and 
any individual behavior is the result of the interaction with certain social 
relationship. Finally, the development of human’s whole life is nothing but 
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establishing, maintaining, deconstructing and participating in various social 
relationships, hence realizing individual mission. 

As far as human society is concerned, when understanding people based on the 
society as the subject, the social attribute and relationship nature of human are 
undoubtedly decisive. But when observing human as the subject, no individual 
has completely the same individual features because of his social attribute; but 
rather, different lives are resulted from different relationships faced by humans. 
For example, we can not choose families that belong to the primary groups, 
while the environment and cultivation of families are of direct influence on the 
socialization level of individuals. Exposition of this point can help us understand 
why everybody’s socialization results are different in the same cultural 
background. Socialization results are often reflected in the cognition and 
behavior of individuals. Cognition can be seen as the result of individuals’ past 
reflection, which becomes individuals’ subjective standards and process in 
perceiving the world, measuring matters and handling things, while behaviors as 
concrete reaction is always based on past proactive reflection and selective 
reflection. Analyzed from the viewpoints of cognitive psychology, it is the 
process of individuals’ processing of information and reaction, which is 
restricted by past selection and storage of information and fully expresses the 
initiative and selective nature of human with thoughts. Because every individual 
has different material and biological bases and grows in different social 
environment, it is bound to appear different psychological activities and results. 

Further, as material, human is of objective existence, and as existing organism 
he shall first complete adaptation to environment, including adaptation to his 
internal biological natural law, adaptation to the external nature, and adaptation 
to the cultural environment of human society. In the process of adaptation, 
human shows the initiative that is different from other creatures, comprehends 
and adapts to various relationships by his own way, and implements role 
behaviors according to the significance of different relationships and interests to 
individuals, but rather be passive Here there are two levels of meaning of 
adaptation to social relationships: One is the adaptation to the requirement of 
external objective relationship, and the other is the adaptation to the internal and 
subjective understanding of relationship. Therefore, human is generally of social 
nature, but at concrete levels, he has different features, expressed as different 
cognitive structure and personality structure. Those characteristics not only 
reflect an individual’s socialization result but are also the structure representing 
individual personality that is formed in the interaction process of the 
above-mentioned four attributes and principal features. Consequently, 
understood from the perspective of attributes, people are common and 
homogeneous in essence, displaying the commonality of human nature; but in 
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view of the individual features reflected by the combination of the four levels, or 
specific content, there are salient differences among individuals.  

3 Legal definition of crime 

Assuming that we think individuals in the society are homogeneous in human 
attribute but different in features, how to treat the difference between criminals 
and law-abiders? 

Offence has never been human’s common attribute, and that person is defined 
by law as criminal because he commits crime. Relative to the common attributes 
of human, offence, especially natural crime, is mostly the special attribute 
demonstrated by criminals. Dialectical materialism believes that special 
attributes are those possessed only by certain kind of matters but not by other 
kind of matters, which are contrast to “common attributes”. Among special 
attributes, some attributes are decisive to the object concerned, which are the 
essential special attributes and referred to as essential attributes; and some 
attributes are not decisive to the object concerned, which are referred to as 
non-essential special attributes. To understand any kind of matters, one must 
firstly understand and master the special attributes of such matters. (Funder, 1997) 
Obviously, to understand criminals, firstly, we can not deny and ignore their 
original position as humans, committing a crime is just a feature that 
distinguishes them from others that observe law, but not absolutely a necessary 
attribute. We can not place criminals in the opposite position against all the other 
people in essence for the criminal group has the general external feature of 
committing crime. This is because as far as the external expression of such 
behavior is concerned, it is a social phenomenon and when such behavior is 
defined as crime it becomes a legal phenomenon. 
  Clarifying the concept and features of crimes is required for understanding the 
basic features of criminals. It is explicitly provided in China’s penal law that the 
behavior causing harms to the society and punishable with criminal penalties 
according to law is an offence. The general view of China’s academic circle of 
penology holds that the basic features of crime are social peril, criminal illegality 
and being punishable with criminal penalties. The three features are closely 
linked with each other, and social peril is the most essential and decisive, while 
the other two features are the derivative or extension of social peril. (Zhang, 
2003) In short, law defines certain behavior as illegal and subject to criminal 
penalty because such behavior does social peril. As social peril is not a unique 
feature of crime, and various deviances are also of such attribute, there has been 
controversy over the aforesaid three features in the academic circle of penology. 
For example, there are views like that the essential feature of crime is social peril 
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that should be punished and that the legal feature is illegality. (Zhang, 2003) 
Apparently, whether an act is crime does not depend on the criminal’s biological 
or psychological features but rely on the society’s judgment criteria for behaviors. 
No matter understanding criminals from the perspective of individuals or groups, 
it is not difficult to find out the defining role of the label of crime. Criminals are 
only natural person or legal persons that have acted to the detriment to the 
society and consequently have been punished according to law. Therefore, the 
social or legal feature of criminals can be understood from two levels: 
Implementation of the act harmful to the society, and criminal punishment that 
have been implemented, the legal and social attributes of which determine the 
basic feature whether a crime has been committed. The reason that criminals are 
different from other groups is the consequences caused by the acts of the former 
have undermined the social relationship specified by law, i.e., criminals have 
implemented acts that belong to crimes. 

From the legal perspective, criminals are those that have committed crime, or 
those that have been convicted by the court according to law. Though such 
conclusion is logically reasonable, there could be a paradox in reality. On the one 
hand, although misjudged cases like She Xianglin are not of general significance, 
we must not deny the reality of the existence of such cases, which means that 
criminals in legal sense or in form are not virtually real criminals (offenders); 
and on the other hand, when the solution rate of criminal cases is lower than 40%, 
those who have been caught are criminals and those who have not been caught 
can not be convicted, which is an undeniable fact. It means that the offenders that 
have committed virtually real crimes are not necessarily the criminals in legal 
sense in reality. The criminals referred to herein should be the offenders that 
have had harmful, illegal and punishable behaviors, whether or not they have 
been or will be caught in future or will never be caught, the criteria for their 
existence should be based on the existence of the actual harms done instead of 
the pure judgment of the court. Japanese famous Penal law Professor Otsuka 
Hitoshi divides into crimes in material and crimes in form. He held that virtual 
crimes are the extensive anti-social behaviors, or the behaviors of those who 
infringe on the legal interest of social life. All the crimes in this sense, whether 
they are homicide committed by mental patients, or fire set by young children, 
can be interpreted as extensively covered by the behaviors of those who 
jeopardize the common life order of the society. The crimes in form refer to 
those punishable among the virtual crimes, or the behaviors that are punished by 
penal law. (Kimura, 1991) In this regard, it can be called virtual crimes for the 
behaviors that have already jeopardized the society and should be judged as 
guilty according to the penal law but can not be prosecuted because the cases are 
still not solved. 
  We admit that there is difference between criminals and law-abiders, and both 
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concepts themselves are contrast to each other. However, such difference is more 
reflected in the legal assessment of behaviors, which is only the different 
approach by those individuals adapt to the environment rather than the essential 
difference in human nature. 

4 Several modes of interpretation of the essential attributes 
of criminals 

We often hear of this kind of question: In the same social background, why do 
some people commit crimes while the majority of people do not? Not only 
psychologists but also the public have a thinking model of determinism: All the 
things, physical, psychological or behavioral, are the results of specific causal 
factors, or determined by such specific causal factors. (Gerrig, Zimbardo, 2003) 
Then, there must be a determining factor that is different from others when 
someone commits crimes, and the existence of such factor is exactly the different 
feature or variance that can possibly be found in a comparative study. 

It must be admitted that the social features of criminals (actual harm of 
behaviors and the essential meaning of deviance) are the most salient group 
features that classify them into the criminal group, which are defined by the 
external social and cultural factors such as law. Such features only represent the 
surface of the problem and reflect the position defined by the law of the 
relationship attribute possessed by individuals as social persons. Crimes cause 
destruction of certain social relationship, however, which is only the 
phenomenon observed, but far from reflecting the internal essential attribute of 
criminals. When we further explore the reason behind the phenomenon, the 
offence that has already occurred, can be directly observed and be qualitatively 
judged by legal standards becomes the intermediary and bridge for further 
understanding the essential attribute of criminals. Just as someone is considered a 
criminal and is thought to have some sort of difference from other non-criminals 
because he has had offences, criminal psychology has often in the past researches 
sufficiently linked the internal features of the criminal with the offences. For 
instance, many textbooks have summarized the so-called psychological features 
of criminals such as weak legal and moral consciousness and wrong philosophy 
of life, while the only argument for such qualitative conclusion is that they 
commit crimes. We can see that the conclusion is still drawn from the single 
dimension of offences. Meanwhile, when making predictions, the aforesaid 
features are then used as the causal features for certain individual’s possible 
crimes, that is, the reason for committing crimes is weak legal consciousness and 
the like. Such conclusion based on inductive inference is likely to reflect the fact, 
but makes a mistake in logic — reasoning in a circle by use of cause and result, 
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which is not operable. At the same time, from the perspective of falsification, we 
may also question the scientific nature of the prediction. For example, if such 
variables as weak legal consciousness is considered as a feature of criminals, it 
should mean two things: (1) As a feature it should be something that 
non-criminals do not possess, or show in an obvious way; (2) such conclusion 
means that anyone possessing the aforesaid feature should become a criminal 
sooner or later, which is in an inevitable relationship of cause and result. 
Nonetheless, what we observe from social life does not support the aforesaid 
view, and such factors like weak legal consciousness are not the unique feature 
of the criminal group, and the individuals of such feature do not necessarily 
commit crimes. The reason for this mistake lies in the fact that we overly rely our 
understanding of criminals on the single dimension of offences. 

As to what is the internal essential feature that distinguishes criminals from 
other people or whether such feature really exists, explanations have actually 
been made early in the past researches of criminology and penology, and in the 
understanding of human’s nature of different schools of psychology. 

Behind such explanations, epistemology of philosophy that studies human’s 
nature and the scientific methodology that studies the validation techniques and 
deduction models of assumptions have distinguished different schools of 
psychology and criminology. Though there are many schools that study criminals, 
their descriptions of features basically center on the four research orientations of 
the heterogeneous theory, the homogeneous theory, the trait theory and the 
interaction theory. 

The view of the heterogeneous theory is represented by Lombroso. His theory 
of “born criminal” started with the anthropological features of criminal persons, 
distinguishing the external anthropological and biological features of criminal 
persons and law-abiders by objective measurement methods and deducting his 
view with such concepts as atavism and degeneration. Seen from today, though 
the positive method of Lombroso is of forefather significance, he limited the 
selection of research angles only to the two levels of material human and 
biological human, only focusing on the organism of criminals, thus failed to fully 
reflect the overall feature of human. The one-sidedness of cutting human apart 
for study by the approach close to that of physics determines the difficulty of 
theory in prediction, and in particular, the assumption of born criminal persons 
has actually considered criminal persons something different from ordinary 
people, which is a typical orientation of the heterogeneous view.  

The view of the homogeneous theory is expressed most clearly in the theory of 
Freud. He firstly affirmed the common nature of people, considered the evil 
impulse and instinct the motive base that human beings have in common, and 
deemed sexual energy the natural motive source of human behavior. In his view, 
human beings are homogenous in nature and the reason of people showing evil 
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or good, deviance or compliance is the result of acquired socialization, and the 
level of socialization is reflected in the construction and level of the superego 
and ego of repressing and adjusting the primitive (natural) impulse. Freud’s 
theory stresses the biological and psychological levels among human’s various 
attributes but gives prominence to the former; and empirical description as well 
as interpretation in the research methodology of Freud, resulting in obscurity 
beyond speech and expression. 
 Another orientation of the homogeneous theory denies human’s biological 
nature and neglects human’s psychological nature, putting much stress on the 
influence on human of the acquired external world including the growth 
environment of individuals. Watson’s early behaviorism is the most 
representative. As held by such view, the essential nature of criminal persons is 
not determined by the inherent physical base or the acquired psychological 
content, but completely built and adjusted by external environment, and different 
environment can not only predict individuals’ future social adaptation but act as 
the starting point in explaining the reasons of offences. Though behaviorism pays 
attention to human’s social nature, it still analyzes individuals by adopting the 
method of dissevering the whole and neglects human’s initiatives. Therefore, 
even in the field of psychology, its description and explanation of human is not 
considered as a general view, either. 

The debate between the heterogeneous theory and the homogeneous theory is 
the extension of the topic of nature and cultivation in the history of philosophy to 
the study of criminal persons, and there is still no conclusion up till now. The 
view of the trait theory is reflected relatively in the study of humanistic 
psychology, cognitive psychology and social learning theory, especially in the 
exploration of personality. Psychologists believe that the ontological feature 
determining one’s difference from others not only comes from nature and 
cultivation but rather is a sort of interaction of different factors. Social learning 
and cognitive theory hold that human’s behaviors are under the influence of 
environmental factors. Michiel believed that people’s reaction to specific 
environmental information depends on their information encoding procedure, 
expectations, beliefs, feelings, goals, values, capability and self adjustment. 
Bandura advanced the theory on interactive influence of individuals, 
environment and behaviors, among which self-efficacy is the prominent factor of 
influencing on people’s adoption of behaviors; and Kant held that the difference 
of people lied in the choice of their goals of life, the knowledge they had and the 
strategy adopted when realizing goals.  
 The relevant traits that distinguish individual differences inferred in the trait 
theory basically center on individual personality. Firstly, the natural individual 
differences in material and biological attributes are admitted, especially the 
differences such as the type of nervous activity, disposition and chromosome, 
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and it was admitted that the above-mentioned natural traits were the material 
foundation of individual psychological activities; secondly, such theory 
emphasized the influence on personality of individual living environment and 
past behaviors; thirdly the theory emphasized the influence on future psychology 
and behaviors of the psychological pattern individuals already have, especially 
the cognitive structure and personality structure; and lastly, such theory 
emphasized that the role of factors was not a simple reflection process but rather 
an open and dynamic interaction process of multi-dimensional construction. 
 Relatively speaking, the trait theory is no longer a simple determinism. In 
orientation, it basically covers the four basic attributes of human beings; in 
particular, starting with motion and change, coincidence and inevitability, it has 
relatively extensive predictability. As a result, it becomes a general view in the 
academic circle of modern psychology. 
 According to the trait theory, the difference of individuals lies in that of 
personality, especially the difference of various traits constitute personality, and 
the personality already indicates the difference of features for people. Everybody 
has only his own personality, which is human’s expressive feature, and which 
may explain the difference among individuals but fails to explain the essential 
and regular difference between the criminal group and the law-abiding group. 
 The background interaction theory advanced by Professor Noel W. Smith 
represents the core idea of the interaction theory, such as:  

 
I consider psychological events the interaction between certain organism and 
object against specific background. The interaction includes reasoning, 
imagination, perception, learning and cognition. As situations are different, 
psychological events can not be recovered in biology, chemistry or physics, 
though they participate in the psychological events. Each constituent 
component of the psychological events provides some potential or possible 
factors for a bigger organization that constitutes the psychological events. If 
any component is changed (such as a leg is broken, brain is damaged, or 
background changes), the interaction will change. (Smith, 2005) 

 
 Based on the trait theory, the interaction theory integrates all the variables that 
affect people’s behaviors into a large background and considers them as a whole, 
which stresses both the interaction within the background and the interaction 
generated where the behavior occurs that results in the behavioral events. 
Deduced from its views, concerning the occurrence of the offences, attentions 
can not be paid to any single level, and all the individual’s material, biological, 
psychological, social and situational contents including personality should be 
considered as the foundation of generating criminal psychology. “The causal 
relationship of interaction is neither internal factors such as mind, brain and 
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cognition nor internal factors (such as environment). The causal relationship is 
neither inside nor outside the organism, but contains the interaction in the whole 
background.” (Smith, 2005) 
 In the study of criminology and penology, the understanding of the nature of 
criminals can be reflected in the mainstream theories of different historical 
periods, and in particular, the basis of penalties was originated in the assumption 
of different philosophical thoughts. When summarizing the views of the classical 
schools and modern schools of penology, Professor Chen Xingliang held that:  

 
The discrepancy between the classical school of criminology and the positive 
school of criminology is reflected as the opposition of social harm and 
personal harm. The classical school of criminology believes that criminals 
execute behaviors that harm the society based on their free will, and thus the 
responsibility should be attributed to the criminals, which is the moral liability 
theory. The positive school of criminology does not consider that criminals 
have free will; and their offence is determined by physical, social and 
psychological factors, and personal harm is the fundamental feature of 
criminals. Therefore, based on the necessity of social prevention, criminals 
should be punished, which is the social liability theory. In the book Penal 
Philosophy, we have put forward the view of dualism regarding the nature of 
crime and proposed that social harm and personal harm are parallel and both 
are the essential feature of crime, which is the dualism of the nature of crime. 
Based on the theory, we should further point out that the behavioral 
determinism of the positive school of criminology plays a positive role in the 
study of criminology since criminology is the existence of crime theory. (Chen, 
1995) 
 
In China’s criminological theories, some views hold that “There is no essential 

difference between criminals and non-criminals. The so-called essential 
difference here refers to the type of difference similar to that between human and 
animals and everything in the nature but oneself.” (Xu, 2004) It was suggested 
that “Except for the general attributes of human beings, criminals have special 
attributes that are different from those of non-criminals, which are specifically 
reflected in their relatively strong antisocialism… Offences are the external 
demonstration and symbol of the criminals of having serious antisocialism.” (Xu, 
2004) The concrete expression of criminals’ antisocialism is the “Wrong belief 
system; distorted structure of need, or that the satisfaction of needs is constantly 
in a frustrating state; lack of the development of self-awareness; feature of bad 
personality; and acquirement of undesirable behavioral style or life style as a 
habit.” (Xu, 2004) In the above-mentioned views, what needs to be considered 
the most is whether antisocialism can be seen as the special attribute 
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differentiating criminals and non-criminals. As far as the essence of an attribute 
is concerned, it is bound to be the unique, original and stable trait of a certain 
group of people, meaning that it is impossible to find such attribute in the 
reference groups by analogy, and the criteria on which to judge whether the 
attribute is whether the people involved are found guilty. Meanwhile, the 
summary of the concrete expression of antisocialism is short of statistical support, 
leading to the misunderstanding that once people commit crimes, they are 
different from non-criminals in such aspects as belief, need, self-awareness, 
personality and habit. Actually this is still a kind of cognition from the 
heterogeneous view, provided that such heterogeneity is not congenital but 
acquired which is similar to the views of behaviorism. In fact, even if we admit 
or infer some special expressions or special internal attributes possessed by 
criminals, we can not mechanically dissever them by means of physics; we must 
explain the way of composition and the structure of various special attributes and 
their activation, reaction, combination, change and action in specific situations, 
and understand the form and content of such special attributes in view that 
individual psychology is in constant development and change. 

First of all, we believe that in understanding criminals, the method of 
mechanical separation should definitely not be adopted, and the conclusion can 
not be drawn from a certain level of human’s basic attributes. The causal 
relationship model of pure determinism often misleads researchers. In study of 
the basic features of criminals, it is necessary to abandon the views of 
mechanical determinism and adopt the relevant analysis methods of psychology 
to seek for conclusions. It should be clear that the specific causes of crime differ 
with individuals, and there is correlation of different levels between various 
factors and crimes. For instance, by focusing on human’s material and biological 
attributes, analyzing criminals from the characteristics of existence and 
adaptability, and advocating inherent determinism and biological determinism, a 
conclusion that will be of prediction value for the whole criminal group can 
never be drawn, although there is indeed a relatively strong correlation between 
the crime committed and the biological features of a small proportion of 
criminals, and there also exists the role of a number of congenital factors. On the 
other hand, if understanding criminals purely from the perspective of psychology, 
believing that crime is the result of selection of criminals at free will and that the 
internal essence of crime lies in the evil nature of criminals, the changeability 
demonstrated by individuals in different situations may be neglected. Though 
such change basically expresses the stability of behaviors, it is only relative; and 
under different circumstances, people have different adaptive reactions. (Ma, 
2006) 

Secondly, under the basic premise that criminals and all the reference groups 
have human’s attributes, the former’s special attributes or features are not 
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reflected simply in the social environment or psychological content; instead, it is 
a comprehensive reflection of all the attributes, features, behaviors and process 
of specific individuals. The special attributes of criminals — the legal 
consequence of crimes — only reflect the external behavioral result but does not 
necessarily reflect the internal essential features. 
 Lastly, fundamentally separating criminals and law-abiders by legal definition 
is only designated to tell the difference at the levels of behaviors and legal 
consequences, which obviously can not hold water and is short of predictability.  

5 Personality features of criminals 

Theory of personality liability is currently a relatively cut-edging theoretical 
topic in the academic circle of penology. The basic assumption of the theory of 
personality liability is that regardless of the biological, psychological and 
environmental situations of specific individuals, the influence of all the historical 
and current variables on individuals will be fully reflected in the individuals’ 
acquired personalities, and crime is just the external expression of the personality 
of criminals. Scholars represented by Professor Zhang Wen advanced the 
concept of perilous criminal personality, holding that “The perilous criminal 
personality means the special personality unique to criminals.” (Zheng, Liu, Gan, 
2005) Based on this view, whether as an abstract group or specific individuals, 
criminals are of very clear difference from law-abiders; or in other words, there 
exists perilous criminal personality with antisocialism at its core. 

In the academic circle of psychology, there are numerous opinions concerning 
the concept of personality. Among various definitions, Professor Zhang Wen 
believed the viewpoint of L.A. Pervin is the most systematic. L. A. Pervin held 
that “personality is the complicated organization of cognition, feeling and 
behavior, which gives inclination and model (consistency) to individual life. Like 
the body, personality contains structure and process and reflects nature (gene) 
and cultivation (experience). Besides, personality contains influence of the past 
and construction of the present and the future, while the influence of the past 
contains memory of the past.” (Pervin, 2001) L. A. Pervin was against 
overemphasis on the individual difference of personality but attached importance 
to the integral organization of personality functions and emphasized the basic 
process of personality, especially the operation and function mechanism of the 
process. “I think the defining feature of the domain of personality is to organize 
the parts of an individual into an entire functional system. This can be analogous 
to the study of body functions. We may be interested in how the body operates as 
an integral system, or may be interested in the individual difference of the system. 
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However, it is the organization of body functions rather than the individual 
difference of specific parts that attracts our focal attention.” (Pervin, 2001)  

Whether personality may act as the essential feature that distinguishes 
criminals from law-abiders will be a topic of common concerns in the academic 
circle of penology and the academic circle of criminal psychology. Scholars in 
China have summarized the study and research on personality in the research on 
juvenile delinquency for nearly 10 years. (Zhang, Zou, 2006) Relatively detailed 
analysis has been made on the conclusions drawn from using different 
personality measurement tools, providing sufficient data for us to fully 
understand the relationship between crime and personality. Such research pointed 
out: “There has been much controversy regarding the study of personality 
features of criminals, and it is still doubtful whether criminal personality exists; 
however, the existing study has found some personality features common to 
criminals, such as highly psychotic, highly tonic, sensitive...” (Zhang, Zou, 2006)  
Meanwhile, such study has also analyzed the issues in the study of personality 
and crime, holding that “Juvenile delinquency is just a consequence variable and 
there is few researches on how certain personality feature or personality type 
causes juvenile delinquency, what the process is, and whether there is interaction 
or intermediary action of other variables.” (Zhang, Zou, 2006) 
  First of all, the difference between personality and personality theory should 
be clarified: The former is the object of study, and the latter is the method and 
tool of interpretation. The variance of the latter leads to different definitions and 
interpretations of the former. In this regard, there has been consensus in the 
academic circle of psychology, that is, no personality theory or measurement 
method may explain and predict without any blind spots the personality features 
of all types of individuals; certain personality theory may often better analyze 
and predict part of the content, and the understanding of individual personality 
depends on the integration of various psychological theories. 

Secondly, the analysis of personality relies on the latest research results of 
psychology. The definition of personality that has been widely accepted in the 
academic circle of psychology was proposed by Funder, “The specificity modes 
of individual thinking, feeling and behaviors, as well as the psychological 
mechanism observable or unobservable under those modes.” (Funder, 1997) In 
this definition, we find that psychology divides personality structure into two 
parts: (1) Observable and (2) not observable. China’s scholar Professor Wang 
Dengfeng believes that the connotation of personality can be divided into four 
different levels: (1) Externally shown behavior that can be observed; (2) internal 
feeling and experience accompanying behavior that only the party concerned can 
observe and that are hard to observe by others; (3) stable motive, stable purpose 
and orientation behind the behavior and internal experience and the inclination 
that reflects individual values, which, though observable by the party concerned 
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whose motives are very hard to understand completely by themselves, is beyond 
the observation by others; and (4) the change of the biological and biochemical 
reaction mode and the activity of the nervous system unobservable to both the 
party concerned and others. (Wang, Cui, 2006) Deducting from this 
interpretation, Professor Wang Dengfeng proposed that behavior is a component 
of personality, and it is incorrect to dissever the four levels above-mentioned to 
understand personality. Therefore, the view of regarding personality and 
behavior as two categories in the study of crime is debatable. 
  At present, the understanding of personality in China’s academic circle of 
penology is mostly limited to the second or third levels of personality, 
emphasizing that personality is the basis of behavior which is the concentration  
of personality, and considering offence as the reflection of the personality of 
criminals. Nevertheless, the recognition of personality of criminals definitely 
may not start only from the dimension of the offences that has occurred. This is 
because “If only a certain aspect of personality (such as externally shown 
behavior or motive) is observed and studied, it is not only difficult to reflect the 
overall view of personality features, but also easy to come to contradictory 
research results.” (Wang, Cui, 2006) Meanwhile, analyzing from the perspective 
of human’s four attributes described above, we may have seen that human’s 
attributes are beyond the expression by a single characteristic. In particular, 
provided the assumption that there is connection between personality and the 
stable hereditary and physiological reaction has been fully proven, we must pay 
attention to the role of other personality content than behavior and motive.  

Thirdly, it is still a subject to be tested at the moment whether the personality 
feature of criminals represents the essential attribute that distinguishes them from 
other groups. On the one hand, personality itself already indicates the difference 
among individuals, and even in the non-criminal group, this difference can also 
be reflected in personality. Personality is more reflected as different styles among 
individuals, that is, the form of behaviors, especially the inclination; on the other 
hand, though different personality theories have substantial reliability and 
efficacy in prediction, they are still relative. It can be said that people with 
certain personality traits fit better to a certain job, but we can not say that they 
will definitely do the job. To seek for the personality difference that distinguishes 
criminals from law-abiders is a mistake caused by the cognition of criminals only 
from the dimension of offence once executed. In the past research we were 
inclined to adopt horizontal comparison instead of the method of vertical 
attribution, and whether the conclusion thereof is scientific is yet to be proven. 

(Zhang, Zou, 2006) 
  In the study of personality, the issue of cross-situational continuity of 
behaviors caused by personality has been the core in proving its role. The 
concept of cross-situational consistence adopted in psychology in the past has 
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now been replaced by the cross-situational behavioral continuity. The former 
refers to the consistency or identity of behaviors, while the latter means the 
similar style or nature of behaviors instead of identical behaviors. Adopting what 
kind of behaviors in different situations, or judging what kind of behavior fits 
those situations is the reaction required from individuals depending on 
environmental requirements. In general, people always pursue harmony with 
environment, and such internal motive comes sometimes from the biological 
reasons beyond our awareness and further beyond our observation, sometimes 
from the psychological reasons occurred as a result of adapting to social 
relationships. When we consciously try to maintain the concord with 
environment, to understand it is essential, and the behavioral selection of 
individuals under environmental pressure is often the behavior he thinks most 
suitable for adapting to environment. Here environment includes the objective 
external environment and the subjective understanding of the environment by the 
person of behaviors. As far as crime is concerned, the fact that the offender 
executes a behavior that harms the society does not mean such behavior will 
necessarily reoccur in similar situations in future but indicates the inclination 
rather than the inevitability. 

Finally, viewed from the current research status, to explore the feature that 
distinguishes criminals from others from the perspective of personality is 
undoubtedly constructive, and we also hope a conclusion can be drawn from this 
perspective. However, we are of the opinion that we can not study personality 
alone without considering other psychological content and biological basis of the 
subject, the existing and past social environment and their interactive process, 
and can not deny that chance factors like crime opportunities are of different 
stimulation to the offender; we should include all the individual’s variables 
concerning survival and development in an integral background for consideration, 
and in particular, we should put emphasis on the social relationship where the 
criminals are involved and the interaction process between them and such 
relationship. Only when the mechanism of action by personality on offences is 
completely clarified is it proper to distinguish criminals from law-abiders by 
adopting the dimension of personality. 

6 Summary 

When exploring the essential feature of criminals, the first step is to define 
clearly the attributes common to human beings. Professor David M. Buss Austin 
from Texas State University thinks that “human beings have their own nature — 
the quality that makes us a unique species — all psychological theories tacitly 
admit the existence of human nature.” (Pervin, John, 2003) In Freud’s view, 
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human nature includes wild sex and assaulting impulse, and to William James, 
human nature includes dozens or hundreds of instincts. All psychological 
theories need a definition or basic assumption of human nature as their cores. 
(Pervin, John, 2003) 

At what level on earth does the difference lie between criminals and ordinary 
people? (1) Obviously, the difference in material is not the right answer, but the 
difference in material affects people’s psychology, hence causing social 
difference among individuals. However, this is only an assumption, and actually 
all the mistakes are originated in such an assumption that can not be or remains 
to be tested ― criminals are different from us. We do not deny the existence of 
difference but just clarify what the difference is. (2) Biological difference. It can 
be measured objectively, which only exists in part rather than all the criminals, 
such as mental aberration, chromosome and nervous types. But we should at the 
same time realize that those variables do not necessarily lead to crime, otherwise 
it can not be explained why other people of the same biological features do not 
commit crimes. Any way, those variables act still on people’s social and 
psychological attributes. (3) Social attributes. Everybody is both different and 
identical. This determines people’s social status and directly affects people’s 
perception and personality. When individuals are in different situations of social 
relationship, they play different roles. Sometimes their behavior meets social and 
cultural expectations and shows as normal social adaptation; sometimes there 
may be undesirable social adaptation resulting in deviance and crime. (4) 
Psychological attributes. All human’s attributes will eventually be 
comprehensively reflected in the psychological level, but psychological attributes 
including personality is an integral part of the above-mentioned three aspects. 

The essential feature of criminals can never be attributed only from the offence 
that has occurred, from which no criminal conclusion can be drawn. The 
essential feature of criminals can only be expressed from the social adaptation 
capability of the group, especially the adaptation capability to social relationship 
and special situations. 
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