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Crime can also be understood as a diversion from the land of childhood 
innocence and a return to the land of adulthood law abidance. Some parts of 
these side-tracks are carefully watched by the authorities and any individual 
who violates property or person is responsible to the authorities. There are 
many of us who never walk these side-tracks some quickly return to the 
side-tracks and others try to walk continuously on them. These thoughts are 
explained in the preface of a study on career criminality by Daniel Glaser.1

It is to be decided, however, if career criminality should be considered 
to be a long chain of perpetrations, that is, a criminal way of life, or if it is 
enough to commit just one serious crime, the consequences of which may 
influence the life of the perpetrator advantageously (enjoying the profit of the 
obtained goods) or disadvantageously (suffering long terms of imprisonment).

The truth may be found, most probably, if we vote in favour of a long 
chain of perpetrations. The commission of one serious crime and the 
continuous use of its advantages would be equal to career crime if the 
advantages were used continuously in the underworld. At the same time, 
however, one may ask the question if the criminal career of a perpetrator, 
sentenced to a long term, may end before the release. In other words, can 
anyone foretell if a perpetrator, having served a long term of imprisonment 
and being in a good physical and health condition, will not commit a new 
crime after his release. It is still another difficulty to decide whether 
acquiring advantage or profit belong to career crime or not, and whether 
causing systematic disadvantages may be part of the notion.

Recognizing the right of these doubts (and giving up the claim to give 
a receipt) we consider it acceptable if career crime is meant to be a process 
and a change in way of life which seems to approach repetition of crime or 
recidvism. There are other categories, too, like habitual criminals, hardened 
criminals, dangerous criminals, etc. These categories are, however, marks used 
in practical combatting crime rather than scientific determ inations of 
criminology for different types of perpetrators.

It can be stated that career criminality is a criminal activity for life or 
for periods of life. By examining career criminality, researchers concentrate 
on the series of failure of social expectations. The most conspicuous



individuals of such criminals are those fallen persons who spend most of their 
lives in prison and in such it is possible to keep contact with them 
continuously. They can be really examined, diagnosed, analysed, categorized 
and catalogued.

Some researchers can see a way to categroize further, according to the 
grav ity  of crim e, w ith in  career crim e, as well. By them, accidental 
perpetrators form the first category, and career criminals form the second and 
the third categories. The second, less grave category includes perpetrators 
whose course of life contains crimes or deviant forms of behaviour which are 
similar to crime and so their criminal behaviour cannot be considered 
accidental. The third, more serious category includes criminals whose courses 
of life are characterized by permanent, repeated or regular perpetrations.2 
Regularity in crime is, of course, not identical with regularity in philosophy. 
When the authors use the words permanent and repeated, they refeer to the 
lack of clearing up or to breaks for clearing up. As a consequence of this, a 
crime not cleared up in a long period of life, thus committed permanently or 
continuously, can be considered career crime. It is to be noted, however, that 
studying such a way of perpetration is not a simple job for the researcher.

How long course of criminal life and how many perpetrations can be 
considered career crime? This is a question which is very difficult to answer 
but perhaps it is not necessary to give a definite answer. If we accept the 
looser, ’’more mistic”, notion, we may get closer to learn more about the life 
of this group of criminals. In such a way it is a much less formal job for a 
criminologist to study career crime than to study, for example, recidivism. 
That is, career crime is not identical to recedivism. Recidivism is a form of 
perpetration and qualification which concentrates not on the course of life 
of the perpetrator but on the combination of perpetrations and convictions 
limited to calendar periods. The essence of recidivism is a disposal by 
legislation to those who put the law into operation in order to solve a 
legal-mathematical problem and for the sake of standard conviction. If the 
problem is solved perfectly, it is a benefit of the jurisdiction. A wrong 
solution, however, raises an objection of a higher level law enforcement 
authority. Nevertheless, a basic knowledge of career crime is necessary for 
each member of the state and social organizations which deal with combatting 
modern crime.

So, it can be stated that career criminality is not the product of legal 
regulation but its aspect strictly complies with the criminal aspect of a 
country. In our national research, concerning recidivists and individuals with 
criminal records,3 we can read that most of the perpetrators, registered in the 
Criminal Registration Office of the Ministry of Interior, were punished only 
once. (61% of men and 73,6% of women.) Nearly half of the registered men 
and women were punished twice. The order in the number of convictions 
follows like this:
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Number of convictions Percentage in registration

3 22,5
4 12,3
5 6,9
7 2,4
8 1,5
9 0,9

10 0.6
10-15 0,9
16 0,1

(Only one man was convicted more than 30 times.)

Considering these figures we can state that any individual convicted between 
three and thirty times can be subject to criminal career examination. In a 
characteristic criminal career study of Americal origin, 50 convicts were 
interviewed and examined. The average number of convictions was 2,7. It 
must be added, however, that the average period of imprisonment was very 
long (9,1 years average). This is not much different from the findings of the 
Hungarian research. We examined 369 convicts. 119 of them were sentenced 
to some months to 5 years imprisonment, 187 of them to 5 to 12 years, 42 
of them to 12 to 20 years and 11 convicts were sentenced to more than 20 
years imprisonment.

All this is comforting in the sense that our findings are similar to 
research findings in other countries. However, the essence of the matter has 
not been cleared up yet. That is why we must be unambiguous and must 
declarer: career criminality supposes such an individual who undertake crime 
in order to solve his/her personal problems from the profit of the crime. This 
notion has two components which are connected with each other and are 
separable, too. One of these is related to the objective facts of the social 
structure. It is, because this form of crime also takes place before the eyes 
of the world. It takes place in such circumstances which change the previous 
way of life, social role and function of the individual. The other component 
appears in the change of the perspectives, motivations and desires of the 
individual. The effect of these changes on the personality  and 
micro-surroundings of an individual is related to the length of the career.

There are cases when prejudice against criminal typology must be put 
aside in order to understand a phenomenon better. That is what the authors 
did who produced their own ’’little typology” especially in order to analyse 
career crime. The typological division of career-criminals is usually based on 
two variants. One of them is the level of success and the other one is the



degree of identification with crime as a way of life. On such a base three types 
of career-criminals are distinguished, namely: the non-bound perpetrators, the 
unsuccessful bound ones and the successful bound ones. Let us have a glance 
at these types one by one.

-  The non-bound perpetrator does not mean future perpetrations to be 
an object of life. The non-bound perpetrator does not plan future actions, 
possibility is decisive and non-profitable. The non-bound perpetrator is easily 
arrested and the arrest is a surprise for the sorroundings because the criminal 
action did not suit the personality. J. Irwin wrote about such criminals: ”... 
they usually have low social grades who are easily caught and who are 
imprisoned only after several milder convictions”.5

-  The unsuccessful bound crim inals have defin ite  goals by the 
perpetrations. They hesitate at the beginning but they commit more crimes 
than the individuals of the previous type. But they cannot climb the ladder. 
For some reason, their actions are not profitable so they must commit more 
and more crimes. This is the reason why they are arrested easier than the 
members of the other types. According to the typology of Irwin they are 
disorganized criminals or, in case of juveniles, they are ’’state-educated 
youths”.6

-  Successful perpetrators are most bound also because of their success 
in crime and they consider crime to be a way of living. They contact older 
crim inals while they are quite young and they raise perpetration to a 
professional level during their lives. This is why they are not caught so easily 
but when they are caught, they are sentenced to longer imprisonment for 
more serious crime. This division is illustrated by the chart below.
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The level of Identification with crime
criminal success High Low

High Successful
bound

Low Unsuccessful Non-bound
bound

This is a special cateegorization with lucrative aspects and is not identical 
with the main types of categories set up in Hungary for career crime. 
Nevertheless, the same question can be asked concerning any categorization. 
Namely: can we estimate general criminal situation with the help of career



crime? It must also be decided whether the gravity of career crime can be 
estimated by setting up such inner categories.

Our reply is not quite unambiguous but it is basically negative. Nobody 
can doubt that perpetrations in series, as a way of life, refer to a hardened 
criminal. As we could see above, the series of failures and the large number 
of convictions do not always mean a successful criminal career. Why should 
a clumsy, insignificant thief be considered more harmful than a cautious and 
undetected successful criminal? Career crime is just one form of crime, the 
gravity of which can be stated for just one particular case by comparing 
subjective and objective conditions. The subjective condition is the 
personality  of the p erpetra to r, and the objective conditions are the 
circumstances of the perpetration in the objective world. Neither personality 
features nor the objective circumstances of a crime can be registered 
statistically. It is also impossible to measure their influence on one another. 
This difficulty cannot be neglected either when career crime is examined. Of 
course this does not preclude that the trend of career crime can be used to 
discover tendencies in general crime. On the contrary, this is the real and 
main reason of the research of career crime.

The examination of the personality may never be neglected. Sacharov 
writes in his study: ’’The personality features of a perpetrator are important 
for the criminologist as much as these features bear special ontest and as 
much as they are interrelated with anti-social behaiour”. One or the other 
of the objective circumstances of the crime must be added to the personality 
of the career-crim inal in order to find the most essential point of the 
examination.

It would be best, of course, if all the circumstances of the crime could 
be added to the personality side when we study career criminality. This is 
impossible, however, and is also needless. That is, because personality is not 
reflected by all means in the committed crime, not to speak of the fact that 
the committed crime is not always reflected fully in the objective world.

Therefore, it is easier to take the sentence of the court as the basis of 
the objective side when we categorize. In this case we can speak about the 
categorization of a human activity by an experienced body. The problem here 
is that in some cases, e.g. in cases of multy recidivists, the criminal valuation 
of the personality becomes the dominant factor of the judgement and the 
objective importance of the action shrinks in a considerable manner.

The comparison in time and importance of all the crimes committed in 
criminal career can be another basis of categorization. Some perpetrators 
advance from serious crimes to less serious ones while others do it the other 
way round. This can have importance in the case of an individual perpetrator 
but the statistical summary of the results would cause some problems. The
reason of this can be found in the difficulties of making statistics of gravity 

8in crime.
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The fact that legal conditions characteristic for recidivism can be found 
in career criminality, too, is important when criminality is judged by gravity. 
Earlier we made difference between recidivism and career crime. It means 
that we do not consider recidivism identical with career crime automatically. 
Why should we consider two assaults committed within a ’’legally determined 
time” (or repeated crime) career crime? Recidivism and particularly the 
higher levels of it, like multy residivism (which can be both simple and special 
cases of multy recidivism) is practically the same as career crime. If we take 
it like that, we may say that recdivism is a subtype of career crime. It would 
be a mistake to discover degrading of recidivism. On the contrary, this notion 
emphasizes the use of recidivism in criminology. Recidivism is a good method 
which can be used to test the gravity of crime indirectly. Mainly its definition 
in the broad sense serves such pruposes very well. Its narrow sense, with its 
legal subtleties, basicly diminshes its use in criminology (e.g. the rate of 
recidivism diminishes, the speed of crime repetition grows, etc.). The sturcture 
of recidivism, in our effective law, serves sentencing purposes almost 
exclusively. Perhaps we are a little bit malicious when we say: the present 
legal regulation of recidivism is similar to an almighty and all-knowing drafter 
of rules (who knows all about crime) who offeres a sacrifice of a special 
selected repeater in front of the altar of standardized law with the sword of 
compulsory legal individualization in his hand.

In case of a recidivist individual who belongs to the category of 
career-criminals, it is not necessary to draw up accessory objective features, 
beside personality, in order to facilitate categorization because the individual 
constitutes the unity of personal and objective sides. We can agree with József 
Gödöny who writes: ’’recidivists... have significant influence on the structure 
and character of crime from the objective side of perpetration. The influence 
is even more significant from the personal (perpetrator) side”.10 András 
Szabó drew similar conclusions when he stated that in case of recidivists there 
is essential link between personality and crime.11 Taken all in all, we have 
to state that incides of recidivism, which are related to career crime, are 
acceptable means of setting up categories of criminals in general.12

It seems to be useful to compare the periods of time spent at liberty and 
the periods of time spent in penal institutes when we examine a recidivist 
career (which can be considered to be a synonymous notion to career crime). 
However, the formula: period o f term served = period spent at liberty, can 
hardly be examined because of the lack of proper sources in data. We can 
approve of the fact that researchers in criminal statistics are willing to 
examine periods at liberty. It is a pity that they arc not likely willing to 
examine periods of liberty in relation to periods of terms of imprisonment.

It is quite difficult to describe the span of life in criminal career. It is 
certain, that taking the measures of this span requires considering the 
progress of time and deduction in retrospection. This does not mean
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statement of career crime. The start of a career crime can be stated much 
earlier in the case of an individual where the solution of problems by illegal 
means becomes an accepted form. Some say that the first conflict with the 
authorities is decisive for the career. It is similar to the first electric shock. 
Some will always avoid contact with electricity while others will be interested 
in it as a trade for life.

As a result of all this, career crime can be studied as a course of life 
either backwards after the perpetration of a crime or forwards, to examine 
the formation of the future. Career crime can be studied either in prison or 
in liberty. The period of career crime, however, can be brought to the surface 
only by retrospective examination of the years. Nevertheless, when can we 
begin retrospective examination? When does criminal career end? In the 
world of law-abiding people it is usually a failure which ends a career. In our 
case, however, it is the other way round. A criminal career ends with a 
successful return to an ordinary way of life. Then, what does a successful 
return to ordinary life mean? Can we state a successful return after a long 
period of abedient imprisonment if we still cannot see the influence of 
regained liberty on the perpetrator? Can we state a successful return in case 
of a probation or temporary release (if provided by law) when a career 
criminal may prove the change of behaviour in liberty during a period of time 
determined by the provision? And, as to the most serious ’’requirement”: is 
exemption from any criminal action necessary to state the end of a criminal 
career?

As these questions indicate, it is really very difficult to state the end of 
a criminal career. This point of time coincides with the time of the last 
perpetration. The problem to be last perpetration. The problem to be solved 
is: can be considered to be the last perpetration, or rather, when can we 
undertake to state the end of a career? How long does it take us till we can 
rightly presume that a criminal way of life came to an end once and for all?

This question can be answered only by a researcher who did the 
examination itself. The researcher must make use of certain knowledge of the 
essence of career crime. Such items of knowledge are: the character and age 
of the perpetrator, the character and number of the crimes committed, the 
character of the crime which is considered to be the last one, its relationship 
to the previous ones, the course of life of the perpetrator at the change, the 
social and legal characteristics of the time of the change, the period of time 
since the pepetration considered to be the last one, etc. The authors must be 
right who state that research work including the end of a criminal career 
strictly and radically belong to the empiric zone of criminological research.13 
The most valuable of such studies are the ones which follow the method of 
case-study and which draw conclusions concerning the whole of career crime 
from the harmony of research data.
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However, one might rightly ask the question: Why should we stick to the 
research of a there on such an "unstable basis”? The answer may be the 
behaviour of the perpetrator which is revealed in a dinamic way and in new 
ways. It is so, because the traditional melthods of career research concentrate 
mainly on the repeated failures and devote much less attention to the success 
of a good change.14 It is so, because the flow of a criminal career envisages 
the picture of an elderly criminal and because an approach based on age 
categorization conways information which cannot be obtained in any other 
way.
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Resümee

Das Thema der Karrierekriminalität liegt ziemlich nahe der heutzutage so oft erwähnten 
Problematik der kriminellen Unterwelt. Der Autor hat -  nachdem er einige Zweifel kurz 
aufgeworfen hat -  eindeutig neben dem Lebensführung-Charakter der Karrierekriminalität 
Stellung genommen. Er betrachtet deshalb das den ganzen Lebensprozess in seiner Auswirkung 
umfassende ursprüngliche Verbrechen nicht als Karriere-kriminalität. (Zusammen mit dessen auf 
das ganze Leben auswirkendenden Vermögensvorteilen oder irgendwelchen Nachteilen.) Seiner 
Auffassung nach bedeutet die Karrierekriminalität zwar eine Wiederholung des Verbrechens, es 
muss jedoch von der RUckfäUigkeit jedenfalls abgetrennt werden. Insbesondere von den durch das 
wirksame Strafrecht Uberdefinierlen Rückfallformationen. Aufgrund der Kombinationen der 
Verbrecher-erfolge sowie der Verpflichtung mit dem Verbrechen stellt er dem Leser drei 
hauptsächliche Verbrecher-Typen dar. Seine entschiedene Meinung ist, dass ein Studium der 
Karrierekriminalität nur mit empirischen Methoden möglich ist. Aufgrund der Vergleichung einer 
amerikanischen und einer ungarischen Studie zieht er die Folgerung, dass die sich mit diesem 
Thema befassenden ungarischen Forschungen in guter Richtung vor sich gehen.

Résumé

Le sujet de la délinquence de carrière eest tout près de l’ensemble des problèmes du miüeu 
délictueux mentionné beaucoup de fois de nos jours. Après la mention de quelques doutes 1 auteur 
prend parti unanimement du caractère de façon de vivre de la délinquence de carrière.

C’est pourquoi il ne prend pas pour une délinquence de carrière le grand délit ad hoc qui 
embrasse dans son effet tout le processus vital. (Avec son avantage pécuniaire ou n’importe quel 
désavantage qui lui reste pour toute la vie.) Bien que selon sa maniXre de voir la délinquence 
de carrière signifie la répétition de la crime, mais de toute façon il est à se délimiter de la rechute. 
Surtout des formations de rechute surdéfinies par le droit criminel en vigueur. Sur les combinaisons 
des succès de délinquants et de l'engagement avec le crime il retrace les trois catégories 
principales du délinquant de carrière devant le lecteur. Son opinion catégorique est que la 
délinquence de carrière ne peut être étudiée qu’ avec des méthodes empiriques. En considération 
de la comparaison d’une étude américain et hongroise, il aboutit à la conclusion que les recherches 
nationales y realtives prennent une bonne direction.
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