CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORIES US

UNDERSTANDING CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORIES IN THE US

CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORIES US PROVIDE THE FOUNDATIONAL FRAMEWORKS THAT SHAPE HOW WE UNDERSTAND CRIME,
CRIMINALS, VICTIMS, AND THE SOCIETAL RESPONSE TO ILLEGAL ACTIVITIES. THESE THEORIES ARE NOT MERELY ACADEMIC
EXERCISES; THEY HAVE PROFOUND IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY, LAW ENFORCEMENT PRACTICES, JUDICIAL DECISIONS, AND
CORRECTIONAL STRATEGIES ACROSS THE UNITED STATES. WITHOUT THESE THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS, OUR APPROACH TO
CRIME WOULD BE CHAOTIC AND INCONSISTENT. THIS ARTICLE WILL DELVE INTO THE DIVERSE LANDSCAPE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE
THEORIES, EXPLORING THEIR CORE TENETS, HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT, AND PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS WITHIN THE AMERICAN
CONTEXT. WE WILL EXAMINE HOW DIFFERENT THEORIES EXPLAIN THE CAUSES OF CRIME, INFLUENCE THE GOALS OF PUNISHMENT,
AND GUIDE THE OVERALL ADMINISTRATION OF JUSTICE, ULTIMATELY SEEKING TO FOSTER A MORE NUANCED COMPREHENSION OF
THIS COMPLEX FIELD.

TABLE oF CONTENTS

e THe EvoLuTIoN oF CRIMINOLOGICAL THOUGHT

o Key THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES IN US CRIMINAL JUSTICE

e CLASSICAL AND NEOCLASSICAL THEORIES

® BIOLOGICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES

® SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES: THE DOMINANT PARADIGM

e STRAIN THEORY AND |TS AMERICAN MANIFESTATIONS

® SocCIAL LEARNING THEORY AND DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION

e ConTrOL THEORIES: WHY DonN'T WE ALL CoMmiT CRIMES?

® | ABELING THEORY AND THE SociAL CONSTRUCTION OF DEVIANCE
e CONFLICT THEORIES AND POWER DYNAMICS

e CriTIcAL CRIMINOLOGY AND RADICAL PERSPECTIVES

o FEMINIST CRIMINOLOGY: ADDRESSING GENDER INEQUALITY

e RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY AND DETERRENCE

e ROUTINE ACTIVITIES THEORY: OPPORTUNITY AND CRIME

® INTEGRATED THEORIES: A HOLISTIC APPROACH

e THe PracTIcAL APPLICATION OF US CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORIES

e THe FUTURE oF CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORY IN AMERICA



THE EvoLuTioN ofF CRIMINOLOGICAL THOUGHT

THE STUDY OF CRIME AND ITS CONTROL HAS A RICH AND EVOLVING HISTORY, DEEPLY INTERTWINED WITH SOCIETAL CHANGES
AND PHILOSOPHICAL SHIFTS. EARLY UNDERSTANDINGS OF CRIME OFTEN ATTRIBUTED IT TO SUPERNATURAL FORCES OR INHERENT
EVIL. HO\X/EVER, WITH THE ENLIGHTENMENT/ A MORE RATIONAL AND SCIENTIFIC APPROACH BEGAN TO EMERGE. THIS
INTELLECTUAL MOVEMENT PAVED THE WAY FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE FIRST SYSTEMATIC THEORIES OF CRIME, SHIFTING THE
FOCUS FROM INDIVIDUAL MORAL FAILING TO SOCIETAL FACTORS AND HUMAN AGENCY. [UNDERSTANDING THIS HISTORICAL
TRAJECTORY IS CRUCIAL FOR GRASPING THE NUANCES OF CONTEMPORARY CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORIES IN THE US.

AS SOCIETIES BECAME MORE COMPLEX, SO TOO DID THE EXPLANATIONS FOR CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR. THE RISE OF
INDUSTRIALIZATION, URBANIZATION, AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY IN THE 19TH AND 20TH CENTURIES SPURRED THE DEVELOPMENT
OF NEW THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS. THESE THEORIES ATTEMPTED TO EXPLAIN THE PERSISTENCE OF CRIME DESPITE SOCIETAL
ADVANCEMENTS, LEADING TO A DIVERSIFICATION OF PERSPECTIVES. FROM EXAMINING INDIVIDUAL PATHOLOGY TO SOCIETAL
STRUCTURES, CRIMINOLOGISTS HAVE CONTINUOUSLY REFINED AND CHALLENGED EXISTING IDEAS, CREATING A VIBRANT AND OFTEN
CONTESTED INTELLECTUAL LANDSCAPE.

Key THEORETICAL PeRSPECTIVES IN US CRIMINAL JUSTICE

THE FIELD OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE IN THE UNITED STATES IS BUILT UPON A DIVERSE ARRAY OF THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES, EACH
OFFERING A UNIQUE LENS THROUGH WHICH TO VIEW CRIME AND THE JUSTICE SYSTEM. THESE THEORIES HELP US UNDERSTAND
WHY INDIVIDUALS COMMIT CRIMES, HOW SOCIETY SHOULD RESPOND, AND WHAT THE ULTIMATE GOALS OF THE JUSTICE SYSTEM
SHOULD BE. THEY ARE NOT MUTUALLY EXCLUSIVE, OFTEN, THEY COMPLEMENT OR EVEN CONFLICT WITH ONE ANOTHER, LEADING
TO ONGOING DEBATES AND POLICY ADJUSTMENTS.

THESE THEORETICAL LENSES HELP SHAPE EVERYTHING FROM LAW ENFORCEMENT STRATEGIES AND SENTENCING GUIDELINES TO
REHABILITATION PROGRAMS AND CRIME PREVENTION INITIATIVES. BY EXPLORING THESE DIFFERENT VIEWPOINTS, WE CAN GAIN A
MORE COMPREHENSIVE UNDERSTANDING OF THE COMPLEX CHALLENGES FACING THE US CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM AND THE
THEORETICAL DEBATES THAT INFORM ITS PRESENT AND FUTURE DIRECTION. |T'S LIKE HAVING MULTIPLE MAPS TO NAVIGATE A
COMPLICATED CITY, EACH MAP HIGHLIGHTS DIFFERENT LANDMARKS AND ROUTES, OFFERING DISTINCT INSIGHTS.

CLAssIcAL AND NEocLASSICAL THEORIES

THE GENESIS OF MODERN CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORY CAN BE TRACED BACK TO THE CLASSICAL SCHOOL OF CRIMINOLOGY, WHICH
EMERGED IN THE 18TH CENTURY. THINKERS LIKE CESARE BECCARIA ANDJEREMY BENTHAM POSITED THAT INDIVIDUALS ARE
RATIONAL ACTORS, MAKING CHOICES BASED ON A COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS. CRIME, FROM THIS PERSPECTIVE, IS A RESULT OF A
FREE-WILLED DECISION WHERE THE PERCEIVED PLEASURE OR REWARD OUTWEIGHS THE POTENTIAL PAIN OR PUNISHMENT. THE
FOCUS WAS ON DETERRING CRIME THROUGH SWIFT, CERTAIN, AND PROPORTIONATE PUNISHMENT, A CONCEPT THAT HEAVILY
INFLUENCED THE DEVELOPMENT OF LEGAL SYSTEMS WORLDWIDE, INCLUDING IN THE US.

NEOCLASSICAL THEORIES EMERGED AS A REFINEMENT OF CLASSICAL IDEAS, ACKNOWLEDGING THAT WHILE RATIONALITY IS A KEY
FACTOR, INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES CAN INFLUENCE DECISION-MAKING. THESE THEORIES STARTED TO CONSIDER MITIGATING
FACTORS SUCH AS INSANITY, AGE, AND OTHER CIRCUMSTANCES THAT MIGHT IMPAIR AN INDIVIDUAL'S ABILITY TO MAKE ENTIRELY
RATIONAL CHOICES. THIS SHIFT MARKED A CRUCIAL STEP TOWARDS A MORE NUANCED UNDERSTANDING OF CULPABILITY AND THE
APPLICATION OF JUSTICE.

BioLoGICAL AND PsyYcHoLoGICAL THEORIES

MOVING AWAY FROM PURELY RATIONAL CHOICE, BIOLOGICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES DELVE INTO THE INTERNAL MAKEUP
OF INDIVIDUALS TO EXPLAIN CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR. EARLY BIOLOGICAL THEORIES, OFTEN REFERRED TO AS ATAVISM, SUGGESTED



THAT CRIMINALS WERE LESS EVOLVED OR POSSESSED DEGENERATE PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS. W/HILE LARGELY DISCREDITED
TODAY, THESE IDEAS LAID THE GROUNDWORK FOR LATER, MORE SOPHISTICATED BIOSOCIAL APPROACHES.

MODERN BIOLOGICAL THEORIES EXPLORE THE ROLE OF GENETICS, NEUROCHEMISTRY, AND PHYSIOLOGICAL FACTORS IN
PREDISPOSING INDIVIDUALS TO CERTAIN BEHAVIORS, INCLUDING AGGRESSION AND IMPULSIVITY. SIMILARLY, PSYCHOLOGICAL
THEORIES EXAMINE PERSONALITY TRAITS, MENTAL DISORDERS, COGNITIVE DEFICITS, AND DEVELOPMENTAL ISSUES THAT MIGHT
CONTRIBUTE TO CRIMINAL ACTIONS. THESE PERSPECTIVES OFTEN INFORM THERAPEUTIC INTERVENTIONS AND RISK ASSESSMENT
TOOLS WITHIN THE CORRECTIONAL SYSTEM, AIMING TO ADDRESS UNDERLYING INDIVIDUAL FACTORS.

SocioLoGICAL THEORIES: THE DOMINANT PARADIGM

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES HAVE BECOME A DOMINANT FORCE IN UNDERSTANDING CRIME IN THE US, SHIFTING THE FOCUS FROM
INDIVIDUAL PATHOLOGY TO THE BROADER SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT. THESE THEORIES CONTEND THAT CRIME IS NOT SIMPLY A
RESULT OF INDIVIDUAL CHOICES OR INHERENT TRAITS BUT IS LARGELY SHAPED BY SOCIAL STRUCTURES, PROCESSES, AND
INTERACTIONS. THEY EXAMINE HOW FACTORS LIKE POVERTY, INEQUALITY, SOCIAL DISORGANIZATION, AND CULTURAL NORMS
INFLUENCE THE PREVALENCE AND PATTERNS OF CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR.

THIS PARADIGM SHIFT WAS REVOLUTIONARY, MOVING THE CONVERSATION BEYOND INDIVIDUAL BLAME TO A CONSIDERATION OF
SOCIETAL RESPONSIBILITY. BY ANALYZING THE SOCIAL FABRIC, THESE THEORIES OFFER INSIGHTS INTO WHY CERTAIN
COMMUNITIES MIGHT EXPERIENCE HIGHER CRIME RATES AND HOW SYSTEMIC ISSUES CAN CONTRIBUTE TO DELINQUENCY AND
CRIMINAL ACTIVITY. |T°S LIKE LOOKING AT A GARDEN; INSTEAD OF JUST BLAMING A FEW WILTING PLANTS, YOU INVESTIGATE THE
SOIL, SUNLIGHT, AND WATER — THE ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS.

STRAIN THEORY AND ITS AMERICAN MANIFESTATIONS

DEVELOPED BY ROBERT MERTON, STRAIN THEORY POSITS THAT CRIME ARISES WHEN INDIVIDUALS EXPERIENCE A DISCONNECT
BETWEEN CULTURALLY DEFINED GOALS (LIKE FINANCIAL SUCCESS) AND THE LEGITIMATE MEANS AVAILABLE TO ACHIEVE THEM. IN
THE AMERICAN CONTEXT, WHERE THE “ AMERICAN DREAM” IS A POWERFUL CULTURAL IDEAL, THIS THEORY RESONATES
STRONGLY. WHEN LEGITIMATE PATHS TO SUCCESS ARE BLOCKED BY SOCIAL OR ECONOMIC BARRIERS, INDIVIDUALS MAY RESORT
TO ILLEGITIMATE MEANS, INCLUDING CRIME, TO ACHIEVE THESE GOALS.

THIS CAN MANIFEST IN VARIOUS WAYS, FROM PROPERTY CRIMES DRIVEN BY A DESIRE FOR MATERIAL WEALTH TO DRUG-RELATED
OFFENSES OFTEN ASSOCIATED WITH THE ECONOMIC DISENFRANCHISEMENT FOUND IN MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES. THE PERSISTENT
ISSUE OF SOCIOECONOMIC INEQUALITY IN THE US PROVIDES FERTILE GROUND FOR STRAIN THEORY TO EXPLAIN CERTAIN TYPES
OF CRIMINAL ACTIVITY.

SociAL LEARNING THEORY AND DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION

SOCIAL LEARNING THEORY, PARTICULARLY THROUGH EDWIN SUTHERLAND'S CONCEPT OF DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION, ARGUES
THAT CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR IS LEARNED THROUGH INTERACTION AND COMMUNICATION WITH OTHERS. INDIVIDUALS LEARN NOT
ONLY THE TECHNIQUES OF COMMITTING CRIMES BUT ALSO THE MOTIVES, RATIONALIZATIONS, AND ATTITUDES FAVORABLE TO
VIOLATING THE LAW. THE MORE AN INDIVIDUAL ASSOCIATES WITH PEOPLE WHO HOLD PRO-CRIMINAL ATTITUDES, THE MORE
LIKELY THEY ARE TO BECOME INVOLVED IN CRIME.

THIS THEORY HIGHLIGHTS THE CRUCIAL ROLE OF PEER GROUPS, FAMILY INFLUENCES, AND SUBCULTURAL NORMS IN SHAPING AN
INDIVIDUAL'S TRAJECTORY. IN THE US/ THIS CAN BE OBSERVED IN VARIOUS CONTEXTS, FROM GANGS IN URBAN AREAS TO THE
TRANSMISSION OF DELINQUENT BEHAVIORS WITHIN CERTAIN SOCIAL NETWORKS. THE LEARNING PROCESS IS SEEN AS SIMILAR TO
ANY OTHER BEHAVIOR ACQUISITION.

ConTroL THeorIES: WHY DoN'T WEe ALL CoMMiT CRIMES?



CONTRARY TO THEORIES THAT SEEK TO EXPLAIN WHY PEOPLE COMMIT CRIMES, CONTROL THEORIES FOCUS ON WHY MOST
PEOPLE DON'T COMMIT CRIMES. TRAVIS HIRSCHI'S SOCIAL BOND THEORY, A PROMINENT EXAMPLE, SUGGESTS THAT INDIVIDUALS
ARE KEPT IN CHECK BY STRONG SOCIAL BONDS TO CONVENTIONAL SOCIETY. THESE BONDS INCLUDE ATTACHMENT TO OTHERS,
COMMITMENT TO CONVENTIONAL ACTIVITIES, INVOLVEMENT IN PROSOCIAL ENDEAVORS, AND A BELIEF IN THE VALIDITY OF
SOCIAL NORMS AND LAWS.

W/HEN THESE BONDS ARE WEAK OR BROKEN, INDIVIDUALS ARE MORE LIKELY TO DEVIATE FROM SOCIETAL EXPECTATIONS AND
ENGAGE IN CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR. THIS PERSPECTIVE IS VITAL FOR UNDERSTANDING WHY INDIVIDUALS WHO MIGHT FACE SIMILAR
CRIMINOGENIC FACTORS DO NOT ALL ENGAGE IN ILLEGAL ACTIVITIES, THEIR TIES TO SOCIETY ACT AS A POWERFUL DETERRENT,
EVEN IN THE ABSENCE OF IMMEDIATE PUNISHMENT.

LABELING THEORY AND THE SociAL CONSTRUCTION OF DEVIANCE

L ABELING THEORY, ORIGINATING FROM THE WORK OF SOCIOLOGISTS LIKE How ARD BECKER, PROPOSES THAT CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR
IS NOT INHERENT BUT RATHER A CONSEQUENCE OF THE LABELS SOCIETY APPLIES TO INDIVIDUALS. \W/HEN SOMEONE IS LABELED AS
A ”CRIMINAL/” THIS LABEL CAN BECOME A SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY, LEADING THE INDIVIDUAL TO INTERNALIZE THIS IDENTITY
AND CONTINUE ENGAGING IN DEVIANT ACTS. THE FOCUS IS ON THE SOCIETAL REACTION TO BEHAVIOR RATHER THAN THE
BEHAVIOR ITSELF.

THIS THEORY IS PARTICULARLY RELEVANT IN THE US CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM, WHERE ARREST, CONVICTION, AND
INCARCERATION CAN CARRY SIGNIFICANT SOCIAL STIGMA. THE REPEATED APPLICATION OF LABELS CAN CREATE BARRIERS TO
REINTEGRATION INTO SOCIETY, POTENTIALLY INCREASING RECIDIVISM RATES. |T UNDERSCORES THE POWER OF SOCIAL
PERCEPTION IN SHAPING AN INDIVIDUAL'S DESTINY WITHIN THE JUSTICE SYSTEM.

CoNFLICT THeorIES AND PowER DYNAMICS

CONFLICT THEORIES VIEW CRIME AS A PRODUCT OF POWER STRUGGLES AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY WITHIN SOCIETY. THEY ARGUE
THAT LAWS ARE CREATED AND ENFORCED BY THOSE IN POWER TO MAINTAIN THEIR DOMINANCE AND SUPPRESS MARGINALIZED
GROUPS. CRIME, IN THIS VIEW, IS OFTEN AN ACT OF RESISTANCE OR A CONSEQUENCE OF THE SOCIAL CONDITIONS CREATED BY
THE POWERFUL.

THESE THEORIES HIGHLIGHT HOW THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM MIGHT DISPROPORTIONATELY TARGET AND PUNISH INDIVIDUALS
FROM LOWER SOCIOECONOMIC CLASSES AND MINORITY GROUPS, REFLECTING UNDERLYING SOCIETAL CONFLICTS. THE FOCUS IS
ON THE ROLE OF SOCIAL CLASS, RACE, AND POWER IN DEFINING AND RESPONDING TO CRIME.

CriTicaL CRIMINOLOGY AND RADICAL PERSPECTIVES

CRITICAL CRIMINOLOGY IS A BROAD UMBRELLA THAT ENCOMPASSES VARIOUS RADICAL PERSPECTIVES, INCLUDING MARXIST AND
FEMINIST APPROACHES. THESE THEORIES FUNDAMENTALLY CHALLENGE THE EXISTING SOCIAL ORDER AND ADVOCATE FOR RADICAL
SOCIAL CHANGE TO ADDRESS THE ROOT CAUSES OF CRIME. THEY SEE CRIME AS A SYMPTOM OF SYSTEMIC INJUSTICE, CAPITALIST
EXPLOITATION, AND OPPRESSIVE SOCIAL STRUCTURES.

RADICAL CRIMINOLOGISTS OFTEN ARGUE THAT THE STATE AND ITS INSTITUTIONS, INCLUDING THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM,
SERVE THE INTERESTS OF THE RULING CLASS. THEY ADVOCATE FOR DISMANTLING OPPRESSIVE SYSTEMS AND CREATING A MORE
EQUITABLE SOCIETY AS THE MOST EFFECTIVE WAY TO REDUCE CRIME.

FeminisST CRIMINOLOGY: ADDRESSING GENDER INEQUALITY

FEMINIST CRIMINOLOGY EXAMINES HOW GENDER INFLUENCES CRIME AND THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM. |T CRITIQUES TRADITIONAL
CRIMINOLOGICAL THEORIES FOR OFTEN BEING MALE-CENTRIC AND FAILING TO ADEQUATELY EXPLAIN FEMALE OFFENDING OR THE



EXPERIENCES OF WOMEN AS VICTIMS AND OFFENDERS. FEMINIST SCHOLARS HIGHLIGHT HOW GENDER ROLES, PATRIARCHAL
STRUCTURES, AND SOCIETAL EXPECTATIONS CAN SHAPE CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR AND THE RESPONSE TO IT.

THIS PERSPECTIVE ALSO CALLS ATTENTION TO THE WAYS IN WHICH WOMEN MAY BE VICTIMIZED DIFFERENTLY AND HOW THE
JUSTICE SYSTEM MAY NOT ADEQUATELY ADDRESS THEIR SPECIFIC NEEDS OR EXPERIENCES. |T’S ABOUT ENSURING THAT THE LENS
THROUGH WHICH WE VIEW CRIME INCLUDES THE EXPERIENCES OF WOMEN, NOT JUST MEN.

RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY AND DETERRENCE

RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY, A DIRECT DESCENDANT OF CLASSICAL CRIMINOLOGY, POSITS THAT INDIVIDUALS MAKE CALCULATED
DECISIONS ABOUT WHETHER OR NOT TO COMMIT A CRIME BY WEIGHING POTENTIAL RISKS AND REWARDS. THIS PERSPECTIVE
EMPHASIZES FREE WILL AND THE IDEA THAT CRIME CAN BE DETERRED THROUGH THE MANIPULATION OF THESE COSTS AND BENEFITS.

DETERRENCE, A KEY POLICY IMPLICATION OF RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY, AIMS TO PREVENT CRIME BY MAKING THE CONSEQUENCES
OF ILLEGAL ACTIONS SUFFICIENTLY UNPLEASANT. THIS CAN BE ACHIEVED THROUGH HARSH PENALTIES (SPECIFIC DETERRENCE FOR
OFFENDERS WHO HAVE ALREADY BEEN PUNISHED) OR THE VISIBLE PRESENCE OF LA\ ENFORCEMENT AND SANCTIONS (GENERAL
DETERRENCE FOR THE WIDER POPULATION).

RouTINE ACTIVITIES THEORY: OPPORTUNITY AND CRIME

ROUTINE ACTIVITIES THEORY, DEVELOPED BY LAWRENCE COHEN AND MARCUS FELSON, OFFERS A SITUATIONAL APPROACH TO
CRIME. |T SUGGESTS THAT FOR A CRIME TO OCCUR, THREE ELEMENTS MUST CONVERGE: A MOTIVATED OFFENDER, A SUITABLE
TARGET, AND THE ABSENCE OF A CAPABLE GUARDIAN. THE THEORY EMPHASIZES THAT CHANGES IN SOCIETAL “ROUTINE
ACTIVITIES” = THE EVERYDAY PATTERNS OF LIFE = CAN CREATE OR REDUCE OPPORTUNITIES FOR CRIME.

For EXAMPLE, INCREASED NUMBERS OF WOMEN IN THE \WORKFORCE, LEADING TO MORE UNOCCUPIED HOMES, CAN CREATE MORE
OPPORTUNITIES FOR BURGLARY. SIMILARLY, THE WIDESPREAD AVAILABILITY OF PORTABLE ELECTRONICS HAS CREATED MORE
“SUITABLE TARGETS” FOR THEFT. THIS THEORY INFORMS CRIME PREVENTION STRATEGIES THAT FOCUS ON REDUCING
OPPORTUNITIES RATHER THAN SOLELY FOCUSING ON OFFENDER CHARACTERISTICS.

INTEGRATED THEORIES: A HOLISTIC APPROACH

RECOGNIZING THE LIMITATIONS OF ANY SINGLE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE, INTEGRATED THEORIES ATTEMPT TO COMBINE
ELEMENTS FROM MULTIPLE APPROACHES TO PROVIDE A MORE COMPREHENSIVE EXPLANATION OF CRIME. THESE THEORIES
ACKNOWLEDGE THAT CRIME IS A COMPLEX PHENOMENON WITH MULTIPLE CONTRIBUTING FACTORS, INCLUDING INDIVIDUAL,
SOCIAL, AND ENVIRONMENTAL INFLUENCES.

For INSTANCE, AN INTEGRATED THEORY MIGHT COMBINE ELEMENTS OF STRAIN THEORY (SOCIETAL PRESSURE TO SUCCEED) WITH
SOCIAL LEARNING THEORY (LEARNING CRIMINAL TECHNIQUES FROM PEEES) AND CONTROL THEORY (\X/EAKENED SOCIAL BONDS). By
WEAVING TOGETHER DIFFERENT THREADS, THESE THEORIES OFFER A RICHER AND MORE NUANCED UNDERSTANDING OF WHY CRIME
OCCURS AND HOW IT CAN BE ADDRESSED EFFECTIVELY.

THe PRACTICAL APPLICATION OF US CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORIES

THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS DISCUSSED ARE NOT CONFINED TO ACADEMIC IVORY TOWERS, THEY HAVE TANGIBLE IMPACTS
ON THE DAILY OPERATIONS OF THE US CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM. LAW ENFORCEMENT AGENCIES, FOR EXAMPLE, MAY ADOPT
STRATEGIES INFORMED BY ROUTINE ACTIVITIES THEORY TO INCREASE POLICE PRESENCE IN CRIME HOTSPOTS OR IMPLEMENT



COMMUNITY POLICING INITIATIVES THAT FOSTER STRONGER SOCIAL BONDS. SENTENCING DECISIONS BY JUDGES ARE OFTEN
INFLUENCED BY THEORIES OF DETERRENCE AND RETRIBUTION, WHILE REHABILITATION PROGRAMS IN PRISONS ARE FREQUENTLY
GROUNDED IN PSYCHOLOGICAL OR SOCIAL LEARNING THEORIES.

FURTHERMORE/ POLICY DEBATES SURROUNDING CRIME PREVENTION AND REFORM ARE HEAVILY SHAPED BY THESE THEORETICAL
UNDERPINNINGS. W/HETHER THE FOCUS IS ON HARSHER PENALTIES TO DETER CRIME, ADDRESSING SOCIOECONOMIC DISPARITIES TO
REDUCE STRAIN, OR IMPLEMENTING EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS TO FOSTER POSITIVE SOCIAL LEARNING, THE CHOSEN APPROACH IS
ALMOST ALWAYS A REFLECTION OF AN UNDERLYING THEORETICAL BELIEF ABOUT THE CAUSES OF CRIME AND THE MOST EFFECTIVE
MEANS OF CONTROL. THE ONGOING EVOLUTION OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE POLICY IS, IN ESSENCE, A CONTINUOUS DIALOGUE BETWEEN
THEORY AND PRACTICE.

THE FUTURE oF CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORY IN AMERICA

As THE UNITED STATES CONTINUES TO GRAPPLE WITH COMPLEX ISSUES OF CRIME, JUSTICE, AND INEQUALITY, THE
DEVELOPMENT OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORIES WILL UNDOUBTEDLY CONTINUE. EMERGING CHALLENGES, SUCH AS CYBERCRIME, THE
IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON DEVIANCE, AND EVOLVING UNDERSTANDINGS OF MENTAL HEALTH, WILL NECESSITATE NEW
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS AND THE REFINEMENT OF EXISTING ONES. THE FIELD IS LIKELY TO SEE A GREATER EMPHASIS ON
INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES, DRAWING INSIGHTS FROM NEUROSCIENCE, ECONOMICS, AND PUBLIC HEALTH TO CREATE MORE
HOLISTIC EXPLANATIONS FOR CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR.

MOREOVER, A CONTINUED FOCUS ON EQUITY AND SOCIAL JUSTICE WITHIN THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT IS CRUCIAL. AS THE
NATION STRIVES FOR A MORE JUST AND EFFECTIVE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM, THEORIES THAT CAN EXPLAIN AND ADDRESS
SYSTEMIC BIASES, PROMOTE RESTORATIVE JUSTICE, AND PRIORITIZE REHABILITATION OVER PURE PUNISHMENT WILL LIKELY GAIN
PROMINENCE. THE ONGOING QUEST FOR UNDERSTANDING CRIME IN THE US IS A DYNAMIC PROCESS, DRIVEN BY THE DESIRE TO
CREATE SAFER COMMUNITIES AND A FAIRER SYSTEM FOR ALL.

FAQ

Q: WHAT ARE THE PRIMARY GOALS OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORIES IN THE US?

A: THE PRIMARY GOALS OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORIES IN THE US ARE TO EXPLAIN THE CAUSES OF CRIME, UNDERSTAND THE
BEHAVIOR OF OFFENDERS AND VICTIMS, AND INFORM THE DEVELOPMENT OF EFFECTIVE POLICIES AND PRACTICES FOR CRIME
PREVENTION, LA ENFORCEMENT, JUDICIAL PROCESSES, AND CORRECTIONAL STRATEGIES. THEY AIM TO PROVIDE A RATIONAL
BASIS FOR HOW SOCIETY SHOULD RESPOND TO CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR.

Q: How DO CLASSICAL AND POSITIVIST THEORIES DIFFER IN THEIR APPROACH TO CRIME
IN THE US?

A: CLASSICAL THEORIES, LIKE THOSE OF BECCARIA, VIEW CRIME AS A RESULT OF RATIONAL, FREE-WILLED CHOICES, EMPHASIZING
DETERRENCE THROUGH PUNISHMENT. POSITIVIST THEORIES, ON THE OTHER HAND, EMERGED LATER AND SOUGHT TO EXPLAIN CRIME
THROUGH SCIENTIFIC METHODS, LOOKING AT BIOLOGICAL, PSYCHOLOGICAL, AND SOCIOLOGICAL FACTORS THAT MIGHT
PREDISPOSE INDIVIDUALS TO CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR, OFTEN SUGGESTING THAT INTERVENTION AND TREATMENT ARE MORE
APPROPRIATE THAN SOLELY PUNITIVE MEASURES.

Q: CAN YOU EXPLAIN THE CONCEPT OF “ANOMIE” IN THE CONTEXT oF US CRIMINAL
JUSTICE THEORIES?

A: ANOMIE, A TERM POPULARIZED BY [J] MILE DURKHEIM AND FURTHER DEVELOPED BY ROBERT MERTON, REFERS TO A STATE OF
NORMLESSNESS OR A BREAKDOWN OF SOCIAL BONDS AND VALUES. IN US CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORY, PARTICULARLY STRAIN



THEORY, ANOMIE ARISES WHEN THERE'S A DISCONNECT BETWEEN CULTURALLY VALUED GOALS (LIKE \WEALTH AND SUCCESS) AND
THE LEGITIMATE MEANS TO ACHIEVE THEM, LEADING INDIVIDUALS TO EXPERIENCE STRAIN AND POTENTIALLY RESORT TO CRIME TO
ALLEVIATE IT OR ACHIEVE THOSE GOALS.

QZ How HAS SOCIAL DISORGANIZATION THEORY INFLUENCED US URBAN CRIME
PREVENTION STRATEGIES?

A: SOCIAL DISORGANIZATION THEORY SUGGESTS THAT CRIME RATES ARE HIGHER IN NEIGHBORHOODS WITH WEAK SOCIAL TIES,
LACK OF COMMUNITY COHESION, AND HIGH RESIDENTIAL MOBILITY. THIS THEORY HAS INFLUENCED US URBAN CRIME PREVENTION
BY EMPHASIZING THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNITY-BASED INITIATIVES, STRENGTHENING SOCIAL CAPITAL, IMPROVING

NEIGHBORHOOD INFRASTRUCTURE, AND FOSTERING COLLECTIVE EFFICACY TO REDUCE CRIME AND CREATE SAFER ENVIRONMENTS.

Q: WHAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION IN UNDERSTANDING
JUVENILE DELINQUENCY IN THE US?

A: DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION THEORY POSITS THAT CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR IS LEARNED THROUGH SOCIAL INTERACTIONS. FOR
JUVENILE DELINQUENCY IN THE US, THIS THEORY HIGHLIGHTS THE PROFOUND INFLUENCE OF PEER GROUPS AND FAMILY ON A
YOUNG PERSON’S BEHAVIOR. |T SUGGESTS THAT IF ADOLESCENTS ASSOCIATE WITH PEERS WHO ENGAGE IN DELINQUENCY AND
LEARN ATTITUDES FAVORABLE TO LAW-BREAKING, THEY ARE MORE LIKELY TO BECOME DELINQUENT THEMSELVES.

Q: How DO CRITICAL CRIMINOLOGICAL THEORIES CHALLENGE THE STATUS QUO OF THE
US CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM?

A: CRITICAL CRIMINOLOGICAL THEORIES CHALLENGE THE STATUS QUO BY ARGUING THAT THE US CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM IS
INHERENTLY BIASED AND SERVES TO MAINTAIN EXISTING POWER STRUCTURES AND INEQUALITIES. THEY CONTEND THAT LAWS
ARE OFTEN CREATED AND ENFORCED IN WAYS THAT DISPROPORTIONATELY AFFECT MARGINALIZED GROUPS, AND THAT TRUE
SOLUTIONS TO CRIME REQUIRE FUNDAMENTAL SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC REFORMS RATHER THAN SIMPLY MORE POLICING OR HARSHER
PENALTIES.

Q: WHAT ROLE DOES RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY PLAY IN SENTENCING AND PUNISHMENT
IN THE US?

A: RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY INFLUENCES SENTENCING AND PUNISHMENT BY INFORMING DETERRENCE-BASED APPROACHES. THE
IDEA IS THAT IF THE PERCEIVED COSTS (PUNISHMENT) OF COMMITTING A CRIME OUTWEIGH THE PERCEIVED BENEFITS, INDIVIDUALS
WILL RATIONALLY CHOOSE NOT TO OFFEND. T HIS UNDERPINS POLICIES THAT EMPHASIZE SWIFT, CERTAIN, AND PROPORTIONATE
SANCTIONS AS A MEANS TO DETER BOTH THE INDIVIDUAL OFFENDER AND THE GENERAL PUBLIC.

QZ How DOES LABELING THEORY EXPLAIN RECIDIVISM IN THE US PRISON SYSTEM?

A: LABELING THEORY SUGGESTS THAT BEING LABELED AS A “CRIMINAL” BY THE JUSTICE SYSTEM CAN LEAD TO A SELF-FULFILLING
PROPHECY, INCREASING RECIDIVISM. ONCE INDIVIDUALS ARE OFFICIALLY LABELED AND STIGMATIZED, THEY MAY FIND IT DIFFICULT
TO REINTEGRATE INTO SOCIETY, FACE BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AND HOUSING, AND MAY EMBRACE THE CRIMINAL IDENTITY,
LEADING THEM TO RE-OFFEND.

QI WHAT ARE SOME EMERGING AREAS OF FOCUS IN CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORY IN THE
USe

A: EMERGING AREAS OF FOCUS IN US CRIMINAL JUSTICE THEORY INCLUDE THE IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGY AND CYBERCRIME, THE
NEUROBIOLOGICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF AGGRESSION, THE ROLE OF TRAUMA IN OFFENDING AND VICTIMIZATION, THE APPLICATION
OF RESTORATIVE JUSTICE PRINCIPLES, AND THE CONTINUED EXPLORATION OF SYSTEMIC INEQUALITIES, PARTICULARLY IN



RELATION TO RACE, CLASS, AND GENDER.
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