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ABSTRACT: 

This research focuses in the San Ysidro Mass murder committed by James Oliver 

Huberty in 1984. Nevertheless, this research focuses on the application of sociological theories 

to explain the deviant behavior. 

Keywords: Deviant behavior, James Oliver Huberty, mass murder. 
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I.- INTRODUCTION 

Who is James Oliver Huberty? This research paper starts introducing the life of James Oliver 

Huberty. Y the way, he committed a mass murder in a McDonald’s located in San Ysidro, 

California in 1984. However, Huberty was born in Ohio in October 11
th

 of 1942. He 

contracted Poliomyelitis (polio) at the age of three years old that in consequence caused him a 

permanent difficult to walk. When James was an adolescent, his father bought a farm in 

Pennsylvania, and a matter of fact, his mother didn’t like the idea to move her residency to 

Pennsylvania. In consequence, his mother took the decision to abandon the family, and 

preferred to incorporate to the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) to predict. The abandon of 

his mother had an important effect in James, making him sullen and withdrawn (Falk, 1990). 

In the second part of this research I will argue some crucial points about the abandonment of 

Huberty’s mother by using two sociological theories. 

 At the age of 20, James obtained a degree in Sociology in the University of Jesuit 

Community. After he finished his sociology career, James obtained a license as an embalmer 

in the institute of Mortuary Science in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. In this place, James met his 

wife Etna with who married in 1965. James and Etna had two daughters whom named: Zelia 

and Cassandra. The Hubberty’s family moved to Massillon, Ohio in where James worked as a 

funeral director in the Funeral House of Don Williams. 

 At the age of 29, James and his family were obligated to move to Canton, Ohio 

because their house in Massillon was totally burned. In Canton, James and his family worked 

as a welder in the Metalworker Union. On the other hand, James and his wife had a violent 

behavior record. A precise example of James violent behavior is when James shoot on his own 

German Shepard in the head after his neighbor complained that his dog damaged his car, 

nevertheless, I will argue about this incident. Why James had this deviant behavior? 

 Years later, James had a motorcycle accident that caused him uncontrollable spasm in 

his right hand. In effect, Huberty needed to quit his job as a welder. In 1984, James was 41 

years old, he and his family moved from Midwest to West, from Canton, Ohio to San Ysidro, 

California. In where he found a job as a security guard, however he was dismissed from his 

position two weeks before the mass murder. Just to add, I will argue the positive and negative 



  

 

factors of traveling from one place to another and the kind of jobs that James had: and this will 

be analyzed by using two sociological theories. 

 Nevertheless, the seventieth of July in 1984, James called a mental health center, but 

he didn’t make a claim of an immediate emergency, his call was not returned. The next day, 

on the morning, James and his family went to the San Diego Zoo. In the evening of the same 

day, the Huberty’s family ate at a McDonald’s in Clairemont. In that McDonald’s, James 

commented to his wife Etna that, “Society has its chance”. Once the Huberty family was at 

home, James started to change his clothes, he putted  on a fatigue pant, a dark shirt, and he 

grab a 9mm Uzi semi-automatic, a Winchester pump-action 12-gauge shotgun, and a 9mm 

Browning HP. Because of this, Etna inquired, “Where are you going, honey?” and James 

answered, “Going hunting humans”, Etna assumed that this was a joke. After this, James 

drove his black Mercury Marquis to a Big Bear supermarket and then to a Post Office, and 

finally he drove to the McDonald’s in where the massacre started at 03:40 p.m. and lasted 77 

minutes. James killed 21 persons and wounded 19 others. 

Nevertheless, the purpose of this research paper is to find and evaluate what factors 

that made James Oliver Huberty to commit such deviant behavior to commit a mass murder. 

To find these factors is necessary to apply Sociological theories, in where I will use the 

following; social learning, social control, strain, and labeling. I choose social control theory 

focused in self-control, and strain theory focused in general strain. However, is important to 

know certain patterns that drive an individual to commit mass murder. 

 

II.- DEVIANCE 

The Constitution of the United States of America in Part IV, Title I, Chapter 265, Section 1, 

states the following, “murder committed with deliberated premeditated malice aforethought, or 

with extreme atrocity or cruelty, or in the commission or attempted commission of a crime 

punishable with death or imprisonment for life …” (General Court, 2014). Yet, in this case the 

police kill James because he already killed 21 persons and there were a few hostages in the 

McDonald’s while James was still shooting. It is clear that the mass murder is not a self-

defense, neither a war execution in state of war, or an accident, by the way, it was made with 

intent and malice, where it is a state of deviation (Liu, 2014). 



  

 

The sociodemographic characteristics of James when he committed the mass murder 

are the following; 41 years old, Male, American, White, lower middle-class, San Ysidro, 4:00 

p.m., mass murder. And the characteristics before the mass murder are; 41years old, Male, 

American, White, lower middle-class, San Ysidro, unknown, security guard. A significant data 

according to Falk (1990) Is that, “the vast majority of American mass murders are men, are 

white men, and generally are better educated and come very often from a middle class 

economic status, finally are from ages are from 25 to 35”. In addition, significant 

characteristic that changed James profile was his social role, in where external factors 

contributed in James to change from security guard to mass murder. Strain and Social Control 

theories will be used in order to explain James deviant behavior. During his life, James had 

various social roles, but his roles sets were de-escalating because from being a funeral director 

in the Funeral House of Don Williams he ended working as a security guard. James social 

roles changed drastically, and his role sets where different to the ones he had as a funeral 

director, yet he was de-escalating the social stratification. However, James had a master role, 

according to his wife and other people that knew him during his life, they confess that James 

liked to play with guns and he was always talking about guns (Falk, 1990). 

The master role (playing with guns) and his other roles sometimes entered in conflict 

between each other. For example, when he killed his dog because his neighbor complained 

that his dog damaged his car. At this point James instead of using a role as a good parent and 

demonstrate his daughters how to be a good parent and how to educate a dog, well his master 

role dominated that situation and he made use of a gun to respond that particular situation with 

killing his dog. However there are no records that his family (informal) or the police (formal) 

sanctioned him because killing his dog. On the other hand, when James told her wife hours 

earlier to the mass murder the following, “Society has its chance”. In this instance, James is 

neutralizing his deviant behavior with denial of victim because he is saying that is society fault 

because of the deviant behavior that he was going to commit hours later. Another clue is what 

James told her wife minutes before the mass murder, and is the following, “Going hunting 

humans”, at this point James was neutralizing his thoughts with denial of victim because as a 

pictorial fact is like saying “I’m going hunting deer’s, or rabbits, and it’s the victims fault to 

be an animal and is not humans fault to be carnivorous”, and for James humans or the entire 



  

 

society was its fault of the unhappiness of James. According to the witnesses, James was 

screaming in the McDonald’s while killing innocent people, “Hey you pigs I’m going to kill 

you all”. 

When James was killing people at the McDonald’s he changed the word “humans” to 

“pigs”, in where again, he was using a denial of victim to justify his deviant behavior. 

Nevertheless, with these three premises James was trying to make feel to the society as a 

subculture and making feel himself as the mainstream culture in order to justify his over 

power to the innocent people that was going to hurt physically, in other words killing them 

using power against the society. As, Falk (1990) argues, “The multicide kind in an effort to 

compensate the killer for his belief that he has no power. The brutalization of others, the 

horror and the fear the killers engenders in their victims and the survivors, all this gives the 

killers a sense of power.” 

 

III.- THEORIES 

General strain theory is a sociological theory that focuses in the human’s behavior and its 

relation with society, yet strain theory do not sees deviation on a macro-level as anomie 

theory, as Clinard and Meier (2010) argued, “The anomie perspective explains deviance in a 

way related to the principles of social disorganization”. In fact, general strain theories focus on 

a micro-level deviance that consists in three fundamental strains, and are the following: 1) 

Failure to achieve goals, 2) Loss of positive stimuli, 3) Presence of negative stimuli. If one, 

two, or the three strains are presented then this will bring negative effects in an individual that 

are described as anger, frustration, and disappointment, and these “strains are accumulated 

over time until they produce deviance” (Clinard and Meier, 2010). In fact, the deviant 

behaviors of these negative effects are in an individual because of the strains, then it will drive 

to this particular person to commit a deviant behavior, which could be: drug user, delinquency, 

violence, and dropout. 

Self-control theory, is a sociological theory that explains how poor parenting drives to 

their children to low self-control and as a matter of fact when the individuals sees the deviant 



  

 

opportunity that drives people to commit deviant behavior, it will get it. While Hirschi’s social 

bonds focuses in preventing deviance with his well-known four bonds, which are the 

following: attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief. Nevertheless, I will talk about 

low self-control theory by Hirschi and Gottfredson. As Clinard and Meier (2010) argued, 

“Crime results from inadequate social controls by emphasizing the importance of an 

individual’s lack of personal self-control”. The individual who has low self-control desires 

easy and immediate gratification. As, Clinard and Meier (2010) stated, “Crimes are committed 

by people who value immediate gratification and base decisions on only short-term views of 

life and their own personal goals. These criminals lack self-control”. 

 

IV.- ANALYSIS 

Agnew’s first general strain is not applicable in Huberty’s analysis. However, the second and 

third strains are applicable; the second general strain is the loss of positive stimuli, in where 

James is experiencing the abandonment of his mother that in Agnew’s words, James is 

experiencing the loss of positive stimuli from his mother because of her abandonment to the 

family. Also, an inference is that the mother incorporated to the SBC in where women have 

the same equality as man. Therefore, the father of James who took the decision to move from 

Ohio to Pennsylvania without asking her wife about that decision, his behavior is more alike 

authoritarian in a familiar patriarchal environment. This brings the third strain of Agnew’s 

general strain theory that is presence of negative stimuli. In James situation he grew up with 

an authoritarian father that made the presence of negative stimuli. 

With these two strains James experienced the following three negative effects that are: 

disappointment because the abandonment of his mother to the SBC; frustration because from 

living with both parents and from one day to another he only was living with his father; and, 

anger because of living with an authoritarian father that preferred to move to Pennsylvania 

rather than withholding his mother. Clinard and Meier (2010) argue that, “strains are 

accumulated over time until they produce deviance”. As a matter of fact, “the abandon of his 

mother had an important effect in James, making him sullen and withdrawn” (Falk, 1990). At 



  

 

this point James was isolated and was accumulating the negative effects that would produce 

the deviant behavior later. 

Second of all, Hirschi’s and Gottfredson’s low self-control theory is applicable at this 

point as Clinard and Meier (2010) argued, “Crime results from inadequate social controls by 

emphasizing the importance of an individual’s lack of personal self-control”, James was an 

isolated child that in words of Hirschi’s and Gottfredson’s, James had low self-control because 

he was an isolated child. The same theory argues that the individual will seek for immediate 

gratification and base decisions, and also argues that it needs a deviant opportunity combined 

with low self-control to commit deviance. To support this statement, the following deviant 

behavior of James is presented; James shoot in the head to his German Shepard dog because 

his neighbor complained that his dog damaged his car, this was a deviant opportunity for 

James to take immediate gratification because of his low self-control. 

Nevertheless, James and his wife Etna had a violent behavior record (Falk, 1990). It 

seems that James was constantly seeking for immediate gratification because of his low self-

control. And the shooting of the 18th of July, 1984 was no exception, James searched and 

drove in his black Mercury Marquis to a Big Bear supermarket, and then to a Post Office, and 

finally he drove to the McDonald’s to commit the mass murder, James was looking for a 

deviance opportunity, to seek immediate gratification with the shooting, in other words, 

commit a deviance behavior. 

James had three jobs during his life that are an altercation to his life, for instance I will 

explain the effects that caused this transition of jobs. First, I will explain it with Agnew’s 

general strain theory, the first strain consist in failure to achieve goals. James had a Sociology 

degree and a license as embalmer, in where he worked as a funeral director, then he worked as 

a welder, and finally as a security guard. At this point James goals where diminished because 

the means in his life were not in his favor, and he had failure to achieve his goal of obtaining a 

decent job. The second strain is loss of positive stimuli, probably the best well-pay job that 

James had was when he worked as a funeral director in Massillon, Ohio but he and his family 

where obligated to move to Canton, Ohio because their house was burned, with this he loss 

this positive stimuli in his life. The third strain makes reference to the presence of negative 



  

 

stimuli, and it’s clear when someone works in something they don’t like, and they need to 

work because of necessity, and this make James to have disappointment in his life, for 

example when James worked for about fifteen years as a welder or when he worked in San 

Ysidro as a security guard while he had a Sociology degree. The above inference is sustained 

with the next premise because, James and his family moved to San Ysidro, and he let his old 

job as a welder. By this, James was trying to search for positive stimuli, but in San Ysidro he 

only found again negative stimuli because he only found a job as a security guard in where he 

worked for only few months until he decided to commit the mass murder. 

Nevertheless, with these three strains James experienced disappointment because even 

with having a degree in Sociology he couldn’t find a formal job. Also, James experienced 

frustration because he was working in jobs that didn’t have anything to do with his career and 

he also was winning low-wages while he had a wife and two daughters. And finally James 

experienced anger because in San Ysidro most of the people is living and working is Hispanic, 

and if he was searching for a new type of life, or new opportunities he found in his own 

country, in San Ysidro that Hispanics had most of the jobs and he only could find a job as a 

security guard. Second of all, low self-control theory is also applicable at this point as Clinard 

and Meier (2010) stated, “Crimes are committed by people who value immediate gratification 

and base decisions on only short-term views of life and their own personal goals. These 

criminals lack self-control”. Low self-control theory argues that an individual who seeks for 

immediate gratification tends to seek to for an opportunity to have a deviant behavior. When 

James was working as a funeral director in Massillon, Ohio probably he was stable because it 

was a well-paid job as a funeral director and is related to the license of embalmer he obtained 

in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania after he finished his career in Sociology. 

James and his family were obligated to move to Ohio because their house was burned, 

and at Ohio he worked as a welder, yet that was not the kind of job that he wanted because he 

already had a career as a Sociologist and a license as an embalmer. An inference to the above 

premise is that James decided to move to San Ysidro, California with his wife and two 

daughters. The family moved from Midwest to West, the explanation to this situation is that 

Huberty was seeking for immediate gratification, and base decisions, and seeking for an 

opportunity. Huberty and his family travel to other state in were they didn’t know even a 



  

 

single person. When he and his family were at San Ysidro he only found a job as a security 

guard. James tried to revolutionize his life going to other place in where he probably could 

find a “new life”, yet he only find the same thing as in his old town. And this make James to 

commit a mass murder against society in general because he was feeling that society was not 

fair enough with his life with his own personal goals. 

 

V.- CONCLUSION 

James Oliver Huberty case was a mass murder in the San Ysidro McDonalds presents a 

deviation behavior according to the analysis. This deduction was made by using two 

sociological theories: the first theory refers to Agnew’s general strain in where the strains of, 

failure to achieve goals, loss positive stimuli, and presence of negative stimuli describe James 

deviation, in where traveling and the kind of miserable jobs he had during his life. Also, 

Huberty presented a deviation behavior according to the second theory that is Hirschi’s and 

Gottfredson’s self-control theory in where explains that James was missing a parent (Mother), 

that derived him to consolidate an opportunity to commit a deviation behavior. 
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