
criminological theory past to present

The journey of understanding crime is a long and winding one, with
criminological theory past to present offering a rich tapestry of
explanations for human behavior that deviates from societal norms. From early
philosophical ponderings to sophisticated quantitative analyses,
criminologists have continually sought to unravel the complex web of factors
contributing to criminal activity. This article delves into this fascinating
evolution, tracing the development of major criminological theories and their
impact on our understanding of crime. We will explore classical, positivist,
and contemporary perspectives, examining how each has shaped our approach to
crime prevention, criminal justice, and the very definition of crime itself.
Prepare to embark on an intellectual exploration of how our understanding of
why people commit crimes has transformed over centuries.
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The Dawn of Criminological Thought: Early
Theories

The earliest attempts to understand crime were deeply rooted in philosophical
and theological debates. Before the formalization of criminology as a
distinct field, explanations for deviant behavior often attributed it to
supernatural forces, moral failing, or inherent wickedness. These early
notions, while lacking scientific rigor, laid the groundwork for later, more
systematic inquiries into the causes of crime. The Enlightenment period
marked a significant shift, introducing more rational and humanistic
perspectives on crime and punishment.

The Classical School of Criminology

Emerging during the Enlightenment, the Classical School of Criminology
offered a groundbreaking departure from previous explanations. Cesare
Beccaria, often hailed as the father of classical criminology, argued in his
seminal work, "On Crimes and Punishments," that individuals are rational



beings who possess free will. He posited that people commit crimes because
they rationally calculate that the benefits outweigh the risks. Therefore,
punishment should be swift, certain, and proportionate to the offense,
serving as a deterrent. This perspective emphasized legal reform and the
codification of laws, advocating for humane treatment of offenders and the
abolition of cruel and unusual punishments. The focus was on the act itself
and its legal consequences, rather than the inherent characteristics of the
offender.

Cesare Beccaria and the Principles of Punishment

Beccaria's core tenets, including the ideas of proportionality, certainty,
and swiftness of punishment, profoundly influenced legal systems across the
globe. His advocacy for a rational, just, and humane approach to criminal
justice laid the foundation for modern penal philosophy. The Classical
School’s emphasis on deterrence through rational calculation remains a
significant, albeit debated, cornerstone of criminal justice policy.

The Rise of Positivism: Scientific Approaches
to Crime

As the 19th century progressed, a new wave of thought, known as Positivism,
emerged, seeking to apply scientific methods to the study of crime. This
approach rejected the purely rationalistic explanations of the Classical
School, arguing that crime is caused by factors beyond the individual’s free
will. Positivists believed that crime, like any other human behavior, could
be understood through observation, experimentation, and the identification of
causal relationships.

Cesare Lombroso and the "Criminal Man"

Cesare Lombroso, an Italian physician, is a pivotal figure in the Positivist
School. His theory of atavism suggested that criminals were biologically
degenerate and exhibited primitive or ancestral traits. Lombroso believed
that certain physical characteristics, such as a sloping forehead, large
jaws, or unusually shaped ears, were indicators of an inherent predisposition
to criminal behavior. While his work is now largely discredited due to its
deterministic and unscientific nature, Lombroso's emphasis on the offender as
the unit of analysis and the exploration of biological and psychological
factors were crucial steps in the development of criminology.

Enrico Ferri and Raffaele Garofalo: Expanding
Positivist Thought

Building upon Lombroso's work, Enrico Ferri and Raffaele Garofalo further
developed positivist theories. Ferri emphasized the importance of a threefold
classification of criminals based on biological, anthropological, and social
factors. Garofalo, on the other hand, focused on "natural crimes"—acts that
offend the basic sentiments of probity and piety present in all societies—and
proposed the concept of "psychic anomalies" as a cause of criminality. These
thinkers, despite their methodological limitations, pushed criminology



towards a more empirical and scientific investigation of crime.

Sociological Perspectives: Crime as a Social
Phenomenon

The limitations of biological and psychological determinism led to a greater
focus on the social and environmental factors that contribute to crime.
Sociological theories of crime examine how societal structures, institutions,
and cultural contexts influence criminal behavior. These perspectives view
crime not simply as the product of individual pathology, but as a complex
social problem with roots in inequality, social disorganization, and cultural
conflict.

The Chicago School and Social Disorganization

The early 20th century saw the rise of the Chicago School, a group of
sociologists at the University of Chicago who conducted groundbreaking
research on urban crime. They developed the theory of social disorganization,
which posits that crime rates are higher in neighborhoods characterized by
poverty, residential instability, ethnic heterogeneity, and dilapidated
housing. These conditions weaken social bonds, erode informal social control,
and create an environment conducive to crime. Ernest Burgess's concentric
zone model, which described the spatial expansion of cities, was instrumental
in understanding how these ecological factors correlated with crime patterns.

Anomie Theory and Strain Theory

Emile Durkheim, a foundational sociologist, introduced the concept of anomie,
a state of normlessness or social disintegration that can arise in societies
undergoing rapid social change. He argued that when individuals are not
adequately regulated by social norms, they may experience strain, leading to
deviance. Robert Merton later expanded on this idea with his strain theory,
suggesting that crime occurs when individuals are unable to achieve
culturally valued goals (such as wealth and success) through legitimate
means. This creates a strain between the goals and the means, leading some to
resort to innovative, criminal adaptations.

Differential Association Theory

Edwin Sutherland's differential association theory, a prominent social
learning perspective, proposes that criminal behavior is learned through
interaction with others. Individuals learn the techniques, motives, and
rationalizations for committing crimes from those with whom they associate.
The more a person associates with individuals who favor law-breaking, the
more likely they are to become involved in criminal activity. This theory
highlights the crucial role of social learning and peer influence in the
development of criminal behavior.



Psychological and Biological Influences on
Criminal Behavior

While sociology emphasizes societal factors, psychology and biology offer
insights into the individual-level determinants of crime. These perspectives
explore how personality, cognitive processes, mental disorders, and genetic
predispositions can influence a person's likelihood of engaging in criminal
acts.

Psychodynamic Theories and Personality Factors

Early psychological theories, influenced by psychoanalysis, suggested that
unconscious conflicts and early childhood experiences could lead to criminal
behavior. While Freudian concepts of id, ego, and superego have been largely
superseded, the importance of personality traits, such as impulsivity, low
self-control, and a lack of empathy, remains a significant area of study in
contemporary criminology. Hans Eysenck, for instance, proposed a theory
linking personality dimensions (extroversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism)
with criminality, suggesting that individuals with certain personality
profiles are more likely to engage in delinquent behavior.

Cognitive Theories and Criminal Thinking

Cognitive theories focus on how individuals think and process information.
They suggest that criminals may possess distorted thinking patterns, such as
rationalizing their behavior, minimizing harm, or believing they are entitled
to violate rules. Cognitive-behavioral interventions, designed to change
these thinking patterns, have proven effective in offender rehabilitation.
Concepts like cognitive dissonance and the development of moral reasoning are
also explored in understanding why some individuals make choices that lead to
crime.

Biological and Genetic Factors

While Lombroso’s atavistic theories were flawed, modern biosocial criminology
acknowledges the potential role of biological and genetic factors in
influencing criminal behavior. This research explores how genetic
predispositions, neurotransmitter imbalances, brain structure abnormalities,
and even environmental factors like exposure to toxins can interact with
social and psychological influences to increase the risk of offending. It's
crucial to note that these factors are rarely deterministic and typically
operate in conjunction with other influences.

Rational Choice and Deterrence: The Criminal as
a Rational Actor

Revisiting the principles of the Classical School, contemporary rational
choice theory and deterrence theory re-examine the idea of the criminal as a
rational decision-maker. These perspectives argue that individuals make



choices about whether to commit crimes based on a cost-benefit analysis,
weighing potential rewards against the likelihood and severity of punishment.

Routine Activity Theory

Developed by Lawrence Cohen and Marcus Felson, routine activity theory shifts
the focus from the offender to the crime event itself. It posits that for a
crime to occur, three elements must converge: a motivated offender, a
suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian. This theory suggests
that changes in societal routines and lifestyle patterns can influence crime
rates by altering the availability of these elements. For example, increased
opportunities for crime due to more people being away from home at work
contribute to higher crime rates.

Situational Crime Prevention

Rooted in rational choice and routine activity theories, situational crime
prevention strategies aim to reduce opportunities for crime by making targets
less attractive or by increasing the perceived risks of offending. This
approach focuses on modifying the immediate environment in which crime
occurs, rather than addressing the underlying social or psychological causes.
Examples include improved street lighting, installing security cameras, and
employing better locks.

Contemporary Criminological Theories: A
Multifaceted Approach

Modern criminology recognizes that no single theory can fully explain the
complex phenomenon of crime. Instead, contemporary approaches often integrate
insights from various theoretical perspectives, acknowledging the interplay
of individual, social, economic, and cultural factors.

Critical Criminology and Social Conflict

Critical criminology, influenced by Marxist and feminist thought, examines
how power, inequality, and social conflict contribute to crime. It argues
that laws and the criminal justice system are often used by the powerful to
maintain their dominance and control over subordinate groups. Concepts such
as labeling theory, which explores how the application of criminal labels can
lead to further deviance, and feminist criminology, which highlights the
gendered nature of crime and victimization, fall under this broad umbrella.

Developmental and Life-Course Criminology

Developmental and life-course criminology focuses on how criminal behavior
develops and changes over an individual's lifetime. These theories emphasize
the importance of early childhood experiences, developmental pathways, and
turning points in life that can either promote or inhibit criminal activity.
They examine factors such as family relationships, educational attainment,
employment, and social bonds as key influences on offending trajectories.



Cultural and Subcultural Theories

These theories explore how certain cultural norms, values, and beliefs,
particularly within subcultures, can foster criminal behavior. They examine
how groups may develop distinct orientations towards law and order, sometimes
leading to the endorsement of illegal activities. For instance, subcultural
theories might analyze how street gangs develop their own codes of conduct
that can conflict with societal laws.

The Interplay of Theory and Practice in
Criminal Justice

The evolution of criminological theory has had a profound impact on criminal
justice policy and practice. From Beccaria's call for rational punishment to
modern approaches focusing on rehabilitation and social prevention, theory
informs how societies respond to crime.

From Punishment to Rehabilitation

Early theories, emphasizing deterrence and retribution, often favored
punitive measures. However, as sociological and psychological perspectives
gained prominence, the focus shifted towards understanding the causes of
crime and the potential for offender rehabilitation. Theories like
differential association and strain theory have influenced programs aimed at
addressing social deficits and providing legitimate opportunities.

Evidence-Based Practices in Crime Control

In contemporary criminal justice, there is a strong emphasis on evidence-
based practices—strategies and interventions that have demonstrated
effectiveness through rigorous scientific evaluation. Criminological theories
provide the intellectual foundation for these practices, guiding the
development of crime prevention programs, policing strategies, and
correctional interventions. The ongoing dialogue between theoretical
development and practical application remains crucial for an effective and
just criminal justice system.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core premise of classical criminology,
and which philosopher is most associated with it?

Classical criminology, rooted in Enlightenment principles, posits that
individuals are rational actors who weigh costs and benefits before
committing crimes. Punishment should be certain, swift, and proportionate to
deter future offenses. Cesare Beccaria is the most prominent figure
associated with this school of thought.



How did positivist criminology shift the focus from
individual choice to scientific explanation?

Positivist criminology, emerging in the 19th century, moved away from free
will and embraced scientific determinism. It sought to identify biological,
psychological, and sociological factors that predispose individuals to
criminal behavior. Key figures include Cesare Lombroso and Enrico Ferri.

What is differential association theory, and who
developed it?

Differential association theory, developed by Edwin Sutherland, suggests that
criminal behavior is learned through interaction with others, particularly in
intimate personal groups. Individuals learn techniques for committing crime
and the motives, rationalizations, and attitudes that support violating the
law.

Explain the concept of strain theory, particularly
Robert Merton's contribution.

Strain theory, notably Merton's version, proposes that crime arises from a
cultural emphasis on economic success ('the American Dream') coupled with
unequal access to legitimate means of achieving it. This strain between goals
and means can lead individuals to adopt innovative, deviant, or criminal
adaptations.

What are the main tenets of social control theory,
and who is its primary proponent?

Social control theory, championed by Travis Hirschi, asks why people don't
commit crimes. It argues that individuals are bound to society through four
main bonds: attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief. The stronger
these bonds, the less likely someone is to engage in deviance.

How does labeling theory explain the commission of
crime?

Labeling theory posits that criminal behavior is not inherent but is a
consequence of being labeled as deviant or criminal by society. Once labeled,
individuals may internalize this identity and continue to act in ways that
align with the label, leading to secondary deviance.

What is critical criminology, and what are its main
concerns?

Critical criminology encompasses a range of theories (e.g., Marxist,
feminist, postmodern) that view crime as a product of social inequalities and
power imbalances. It critiques existing legal systems and social structures,
often focusing on how the powerful define and control crime,
disproportionately impacting marginalized groups.



What is routine activity theory, and what three
elements are necessary for a crime to occur according
to this theory?

Routine activity theory, developed by Lawrence Cohen and Marcus Felson,
suggests that crime occurs when three elements converge: a motivated
offender, a suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian. It
focuses on the situational aspects of crime rather than solely on offender
characteristics.

How has feminist criminology challenged traditional
theories and what new perspectives does it offer?

Feminist criminology critiques traditional criminological theories for their
male-centric bias and neglect of women's experiences. It examines how gender
roles, patriarchal structures, and gendered power dynamics influence both
offending and victimization, offering insights into female crime, the
criminal justice system's treatment of women, and the impact of violence
against women.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to criminological theory, past to present,
with descriptions:

1. The Criminal Mind: Foundations of Criminology
This foundational text explores the earliest scientific attempts to
understand criminal behavior, delving into classical and positivist schools
of thought. It examines the influence of figures like Cesare Lombroso and
Enrico Ferri, tracing the development of biological and psychological
explanations for crime. Readers will gain a deep understanding of how early
thinkers laid the groundwork for modern criminological inquiry.

2. Social Disorganization and Crime: Pathways to Understanding
This book investigates the enduring relevance of social disorganization
theory in explaining crime rates in urban environments. It examines how
neighborhood characteristics such as poverty, residential instability, and
ethnic heterogeneity contribute to a lack of informal social control. The
work provides a comprehensive overview of the theory's evolution and its
application in contemporary research.

3. Routine Activities and Rational Choice: A Modern Synthesis
This title brings together two influential micro-level theories that focus on
the immediate circumstances of crime. It explains how motivated offenders,
suitable targets, and the absence of capable guardians intersect in time and
space to create opportunities for crime. The book offers practical insights
into crime prevention strategies based on these concepts.

4. Labeling and Deviance: The Social Construction of Crime
This critical examination explores how societal reactions and the process of
labeling individuals as deviant can contribute to further criminal behavior.
It highlights the work of scholars like Howard Becker and Edwin Lemert,
emphasizing the social construction of crime and the unintended consequences
of official intervention. The book challenges traditional explanations by
focusing on the interactional aspects of crime.



5. Strain Theory Revisited: From Merton to Agnew
This comprehensive overview traces the development of strain theory,
beginning with Robert Merton's original concept of anomie. It then delves
into subsequent refinements and expansions, particularly Robert Agnew's
General Strain Theory, which accounts for a broader range of stressors. The
book demonstrates how the idea of strain continues to be a powerful framework
for understanding criminal motivation.

6. Differential Association and Social Learning: The Acquisition of Criminal
Behavior
This work meticulously explores the seminal theories of Edwin Sutherland and
later developed by others, focusing on how individuals learn to commit
crimes. It emphasizes the importance of intimate personal groups and the
differential association with definitions favorable to violating the law. The
book also integrates social learning principles to explain the mechanisms of
this learned behavior.

7. Control Theories of Crime: Why People Don't Commit Crime
This book shifts the focus from why people commit crime to why they don't. It
systematically examines various control theories, including Travis Hirschi's
social control theory and self-control theory. The text explains how bonds to
society, such as attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief, can deter
individuals from engaging in deviant acts.

8. Critical Criminology: Power, Inequality, and Social Justice
This collection of essays and analyses explores how power structures, social
inequality, and economic systems contribute to crime. It encompasses a range
of critical perspectives, including Marxist, feminist, and left-realist
approaches, examining how societal institutions can create and perpetuate
criminal behavior. The book advocates for social justice as a fundamental
aspect of crime reduction.

9. Life-Course Criminology: Pathways Through Crime and Desistance
This forward-looking volume investigates how criminal behavior evolves over
an individual's lifetime. It integrates insights from developmental
psychology and sociology to examine the factors that lead to onset,
persistence, and desistance from crime. The book highlights the importance of
understanding developmental trajectories and turning points in a person's
life.
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