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Introduction


“Death and taxes” are often cited as the only two certainties in life. However, there is a third element: crime. Since laws were created, there has always been a minority of individuals who try to break them. One of the oldest written laws, the Code of Hammurabi, composed in 1750 BCE, included brutal punishments “to make justice visible in the land, to destroy the wicked person and the evildoer”. Nearly 4,000 years later, the shadowy realms of criminal networks and transnational misdeeds are expanding at an unprecedented rate. Our dynamic society breeds a whole spectrum of wrongdoing, from petty theft to cybercrime.


This book introduces you to the world of criminology and reveals why crimes are preventable and offenders are not simply “evil”. You will explore big questions in the discipline, such as: What causes someone to offend? Why do crime rates vary in different areas? By exploring crime from a variety of angles, you will see how criminology plays a big part in managing deviance and designing safer societies.
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WHAT IS CRIMINOLOGY?





The term “criminology” is a combination of the Latin crimen, meaning accusation, and the Greek logiā, meaning the study of. Today, criminology is known as the scientific study of crime. As one of the largest and fastest growing branches of sociology, it explores crime as a social rather than a legal phenomenon. Lawyers are concerned with the content of the law, the legal process and if an individual has committed a specific offence. In contrast, criminologists investigate why people engage in illegal behaviour when actions are outlawed and how to prevent offending generally.


This chapter sets out the meaning of crime and introduces you to the science and research that defines criminology. The different elements of a crime will be explained, such as intent and harm, to show how the different parts shape criminological theories. The presentation of crime in the media will also be discussed, and how it can influence the criminal justice system. With a clearer understanding of the discipline, you will see how criminologists play a central part in challenging and disrupting society’s approach to crime.







Crime


An intentional act or omission in violation of criminal law… committed without defense or justification, and sanctioned by the state as a felony or misdemeanor.


Paul Tappan, American criminologist


In comparison with civil law, a crime is an act that violates criminal law, like murder or theft. Unlike torts, which are wrongful acts against private individuals (which can lead to civil action, such as negligence), crime relates to offences against the public or the state. This means that the classification of crimes and responses to them depend on the culture and political environment of each society.


These differences are all decided and enforced by people, and this is why criminology falls under the umbrella discipline of sociology, which is the organized study of human societies, their interactions, and the causes and consequences of human behaviour. Criminologists look beyond the strict legal definition of crime and examine the social and cultural roots of crime and criminalization, as well as how states respond to deviant behaviour.










Deviance


Criminological research goes beyond crime and explores all actions that wander from the norm. Some studies focus on rebellious behaviour or “deviants” – those who break social rules or group expectations. Deviance can be criminal or non-criminal, and its definition varies across cultures. Formal deviant behaviour refers to actions that violate formal laws, while informal deviant behaviour refers to actions that violate social norms. All forms of deviance can result in negative consequences. For example, if you break the law, you could be fined or arrested, and if you break social etiquette, you may be ostracized by your peers. Studying deviance helps criminologists understand how social control operates and the way cultural norms shape individual behaviour.




Norms


Social norms are unwritten rules that guide your conduct in society (such as not standing too close to strangers). Normative crimes are acts that offend a moral code of behaviour, like keeping cash found in the street or playing loud music at night.













Measuring crime


Crime and deviance can be measured by a range of methods, including:


Official crime statistics – data from law enforcement agencies, such as the police. This can show the types of crimes being committed, the demographics of offenders and the geographic distribution of crime. These statistics are influenced by police practices, reporting biases and victims’ willingness to report crimes.


Surveys and interviews with the public – surveys gather public information, and interviews provide individual in-depth reaction. Both methods give valuable insights into people’s experiences with crime, plus their beliefs and attitudes towards crime and deviance.


Observational studies – watching and recording criminal or deviant activity in natural settings (e.g. the street or public places) or analyzing behaviour through controlled experiments. This can reveal environmental factors leading to crime.


Case studies – in-depth examination of a single case or small number of cases. This can show the background and motivation of offenders.










A rendezvous discipline


Criminologists ask a wide range of questions to develop theories and strategies to address crime. For example:




	
Nature and extent – what types of crimes are being committed and where?


	
Causes – how do social inequality, individual psychology and economic factors contribute to crime?


	
Consequences – how does the criminal justice system treat offenders and victims? How do policies affect offenders and victims?


	
Reactions – how are offenders with different characteristics and circumstances handled within the system? What forms of punishment exist, and how effective are they?


	
Prevention – what preventive measures can be implemented to reduce crime?





Answering these questions requires insights from psychology, economics, philosophy and even biology. The central theme of human wrongdoing is explored through multidisciplinary perspectives, which is why criminology is sometimes described as a “rendezvous discipline”: the point where different disciplines meet.










Seeing the big picture


Criminologists try to gain a holistic understanding of crime by incorporating knowledge from different fields. For instance:




	Anthropology shows how cultural values, rituals and socialization processes may shape attitudes towards crime.


	Biology shows that behaviour can be influenced by genetic predisposition, brain functioning and biological factors, such as traumatic brain injuries or the influence of hormones.


	Economics examines the role of poverty, unemployment and economic inequality in driving criminal activity.


	Psychology helps to understand individual motivations, cognitive processes and personality traits that may influence criminal behaviour.


	Philosophy explores ethical questions around punishment, justice and the moral implications of lawbreaking.


	Sociology provides insights into social structures, cultural norms and group dynamics that influence crime rates.





This interdisciplinary approach lets criminologists develop evidence-based policies to tackle crime and promote safer communities.










Elements of a crime


For criminal liability to be established, the following elements are usually considered:


Criminal act


This is known as the actus reus or the (external) physical element of a crime. This covers the circumstances and the outcome of a person’s conduct, such as pointing a gun at someone.


Criminal intent


This is known as the mens rea or the (internal) mental element of a crime. It literally means having “a guilty mind” and refers to the intent and determination someone has when committing a crime. It is a lot harder to prove than the physical element.


Concurrence


The actus reus and mens rea must occur at the same time. Therefore, a person is usually convicted of a crime when they have committed an offensive act – or omission – with intent to do so. This doesn’t apply to “strict liability” crimes where intent is not necessary, like speeding or parking offences.


Causation


There should be a causal link between the act and the result. In other words, the act (or crime) must be the direct cause of the harm.





Harm


The injury, damage or loss caused by the crime. This can be physical, emotional, financial or social in nature.


Attendant circumstance


The context in which the offence took place, including time, place, the criminal’s prior knowledge of the details of the offence (such as knowing the victim or the value of an item they then intend to steal) and the relationship between parties.


The specific elements vary across different jurisdictions and depend on the offence being considered.




I smell a rat!


In medieval Europe, it was believed that “crimes” committed by animals were the devil’s work and letting them go unpunished would entice the devil to take over human affairs. From the thirteenth to eighteenth centuries, dogs, pigs, cows and rats were put on trial for offences like murder and criminal damage. Modern criminal justice systems recognize that animals lack the criminal intent to be accountable for their actions.













Media presentation


The media has a profound influence in shaping how we perceive crime. By selecting which crimes to highlight, which perpetrators to spotlight and which victims to empathize with, the media can craft a reality that may not align with the statistical truth. Vivid and compelling stories of isolated incidents of crime can sway the public to believe that they reflect a widespread trend and magnify the fear of crime. The criminologist Stanley Cohen developed the term “moral panics” to describe how exaggerated media coverage portrays certain groups as deviant and threatening to society, especially youth subcultures (see page 110).


Criminologists have explored how the media oversimplifies criminal behaviour and often highlights the psychological state of criminals rather than the wider social context. For instance, news coverage usually includes interviews with victims or police but no expert analysis about the possible causes. The media also concentrates on victims’ emotions and harsh punishments instead of rehabilitation or alternative forms of justice, like restorative justice (see page 132).










Media influence


The relationship between media and crime is a continuous source of debate for criminologists. Interesting theories include:


Hypodermic syringe model


Also known as the “magic bullet” model, this theory argues that media messages (such as sexism and racism) are like a drug injected directly into the audience’s mind, who then passively receive whatever they are told without question.


“Copycat” behaviour


Individuals can be influenced to imitate criminal behaviour they see on screen, including fictional characters (see page 96).


Desensitization


A controversial issue is whether depictions of violence on screen encourage viewers to behave in a similar manner, especially children. The psychologist Elizabeth Newson argued that children’s continuous exposure to aggression over several years desensitizes them to violence, so they see it as the norm or a solution to problems.


Researchers often emphasize that the media is just one of many influences that shape criminal behaviour.










Social media


Until the early part of the twenty-first century, individuals who committed crimes often did so secretly, away from the eyes of society and law enforcement. Since the advent of social media, it’s increasingly common that offenders boast about their criminal behaviour to friends and followers online – a phenomenon known as “performance crime”. For instance, in the early 2020s, there was a notable increase in thefts of Hyundai and Kia cars. This surge was caused by the widespread sharing of videos that showed how to exploit security vulnerabilities in these vehicles.


While there have always been criminals seeking attention and recognition, social media allows crime footage to reach large audiences quickly. Social media has allowed new types of crime to develop, like “revenge porn”, and it has given offenders more opportunities to identify targets. Terrorist organizations use social media for recruitment, propaganda and fund raising, sharing strategies for attacks and data mining. However, social media can be a helpful tool for police investigations as it provides unprecedented access to the public and real-time incidents.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF CRIMINOLOGY





The origins of criminology can be traced back to ancient civilizations when social rules were established to maintain order. For thousands of years, justice focused on retribution and punishment, often based on religious beliefs. Ancient Greece and Rome, for instance, had legal systems that emphasized punitive measures such as exile, or death by poisoning or crucifixion.


During the Middle Ages, the practice of “trial by ordeal” relied on divine intervention to determine guilt or innocence. By the eighteenth century, some prominent thinkers like Cesare Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham began to question the role of punishment and advocated for proportionate penalties. This chapter explores how early ideas paved the way for criminology to emerge as a distinct field in the nineteenth century. You will be introduced to pioneering figures and theories about the causes of crime and criminal behaviour. With an understanding of the origins and evolution of criminology, you will see how the forces of politics and society have influenced its development and will continue to do so.
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