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Theories of crime were first introduced to help explain criminality and deviance in society. It is a useful and effective strategy that enables psychologists to understand and explain how a criminal works as well as the criminal justice system. The theories look at the way individuals behave and how things are, rather than the way these things should be or how the system perceives them to be. However, theories are not factual but are based on probability, for example, a social scientist would suggest that a child who comes from a broken upbringing, either surrounded by crime themselves or abuse, are more likely to go on to commit a crime at some point in their lifetime. (Akers and Sellers, 2013).
This essay will explore various historical theories of crime such as classicism, positivism, looking at the biological, sociological, and psychological responses to crime, as well as strain theories. It will discuss the scope, limitations of the theory and the impacts it has on both the criminal justice policy and policing. Additionally, some of these theories discussed will then be applied to a modern-day context, such as a case study. A critical evaluation of theories that are relevant to modern-day crime issues will also be offered. 
There are many main historical theories of crime, the first being classicism. It was one of the first theories established in modern society in the eighteenth century. Jeremy Bentham emphasized within this theory that human beings are capable of rational decision making and their human behaviour is down to their rational choice, there are no other influences. (Carrabine, 2009). Bentham has said he believes that individuals break the law as a sense of excitement, for money, sex or for something that they value. (Carrabine, 2014). Bentham believed in the pleasure or pain principle. This is where he thought that the pain had to outweigh the pleasure, meaning that the punishment had to outweigh the crime to act as a deterrent and prevent crime from occurring. (Crimmins, 2019). Before the introduction of the classicism theory, harsh punishments were given to those who broke the law and enlightenment thinks disapproved very strongly of injustice. The Enlightenment thinking was how crimes were dealt with. This was the foundation of the classical approach to crime, with the main intention to introduce a much more rational and fair system for punishments; they wanted the crimes to fit the punishments given. (Carrabine, 2014). However, there were limitations to this approach including the assumption that everyone was equal to one another. The classicism theory did not consider any differences between individuals, such as whether the criminal was either a child or an adult. (Henry and Lanier, 2010). Both Henry and Lanier believed that introducing determinate sentences meant that justice became fair, and it made possible offenders aware of what custodial sentences they could receive because of their actions. (Henry and Lanier, 2010). Beccaria also believed that the way to prevent crime was through deterrence and the risk of punishment. He thought that laws should be introduced to preserve the safety of the public not to punish crime, although he did not question the need for punishment. (Cullen and Wilcox, 2010). However, the limitations of this were that it did not explain the differences between different offenders, such as their age or gender. (Henry and Lanier, 2010). Additionally, there was no secure evidence to determine whether introducing determinate sentences reduced the sentencing inequality. The main aim of this theory was to act as a deterrent to prevent individuals committed crimes, nonetheless, if the punishment were too lenient criminals would not rationalise their behaviour as they were not worried about the consequences and if it were too harsh it would be disrespectful for the law and ineffective. (Henry and Lanier, 2010). As a result, it focuses too much on trying to establish a deterrent by using a pain or pleasure principle. (Crimmins, 2019). The major impact it has had on policing is by setting principles that set the foundation for Sir Robert peels development of the metropolitan police and what today’s society knows for today’s modern-day police. (Burke et al, 2018). The effect it has had on the criminal justice system is the proportionality in sentencing, so therefore the crime should fit the punishment and rehabilitative punishments such as community service and probation. (Kirchengast, 2009).
Neo-classicism is also known as new classicism, was founded many years late between 1968 and the 1970s. This theory has similarities to the earlier classicism as both theories assume that people will make a rational choice on whether they will commit a crime. If they believe the crime to be low risk but the benefits are high, and the offender is unlikely to receive a severe punishment then this will motivate the offender to commit the crime. (Swan and Chapel, 2019). The neoclassical theory focuses on what works to prevent crime instead of focussing on why people commit crimes and very opportunity focused. A rational choice theory was introduced by Cornish and Clarke in 1986 to try and explain a criminal’s behaviour. This new theory focuses more on the opportunity which is supported by this as the routine activities theory which is the result of the rational choice theory does not explain motivation but suggests that offenders will commit crime at any given opportunity. It is believed that offenders are not completely rational when it comes to committing a crime, but they must have some rationality as they must make quick decisions when the opportunity to commit a crime is possible. (Burke et al, 2018). For example, if the individual saw a handbag left unattended at a table or a park bench in the middle of the day, if the offender were completely rational, they would check for witnesses, observe whether the owner was coming back or wait until it got a bit darker. However, they could potentially miss the opportunity completely so consequently have to have a rational thought process to decide quickly. Within this theory it is stated that offenders have a cost and benefit analysis so, therefore, the crime has the compensate the offender significantly to motivate them to want to put their time and effort into an unlawful act. (Orsagh and Witte, 1981). As a result of this, one of the limitations of this includes the punishments of the crime, offenders are finding that the punishments are worth risking because the benefits outweigh the consequences. The rational activities theory introduced by Cohen and Felson in 1979, focuses on the opportunity and suggests that anyone could be an offender if they are in a situation where they can commit a crime, and nobody is around to catch them. They also state that opportunities arise a lot more than they used to due to the introduction of technology which is expensive, easily taken and easily sold on. Additionally, more people are going on holidays, so homes are left empty and protected as well as cars. As a result, parents are unable to take control as there are opportunities consistently wherever they go, and this has a negative impact on policing and the criminal justice system as there are constantly crimes taking place and the system are having to deal with these cases. (Miller,2014).
Positivism opposes the classicism theory, suggesting that an individual’s behaviour is never rational and influenced by factors such as biological, physical, or psychological problems that the offenders are affected by at the time that they are committing a crime. Unlike classicism, it focuses on the criminal rather than the offender. (Newburn, 2017). This theory first came about in the nineteenth century and started to explore more than just an offender’s free will and look at other factors. Carrabine supports this theory by stating that people are driven to crime by forces that are out of their control, and even potentially due to internal and external influencing factors. (Carrabine, 2014). This could include adverse childhood experiences, being brought up in a negative social environment potentially experiencing child maltreatment, or substance and alcohol misuse. (Ling, Umbach and Raine, 2019). Lombroso looked at the physical attributes of a criminal and believed those with large jaws or massive ears could depict a criminal. He even suggested that they had characteristics of animals such as a monkey. He stated that he thought he could identify a criminal simply based on the way they looked. (Burke et al, 2014). Lombroso explored the theory that criminals were born evil, they were born to commit crimes and it did not matter what influence that person had they were born a criminal not made through their life. (Newburn, 2017). Biologists later revealed that genetics could play a part in an individual’s behaviour as the actions of parents could be copied through that individuals’ younger years. (Burke et al, 2014). The early positivists argued that with scientific diagnostic methods, they can identify the causes of crime and provide the appropriate treatment. It is thought that treatment rather than punishment is the most effective response to crime. (Ugwudike, 2015). Psychological positivists believed that some offenders could have criminal personalities, such as a psychopath or a sociopath, which is a factor of them committing criminal acts. This theory was designed by Sigmund Freud who believed that offenders had little or no control over their actions due to these internal factors, emphasizing the importance of an unconscious mind. (McLeod, 2018). The theory looks at the thoughts, intention, and reactions of a criminal. Freud developed a structural model of the mind compromising of ‘id, ego and superego.’. He believed that these three components were all present in an individual’s personality and played a part in how everyone would behave. He states that his thoughts were everyone is born with an id and the ego later developed from this during infancy, which aims to act in a socially acceptable way. The superego then develops during early childhood and becomes responsible for ensuring that morals are met, and this becomes a part of your conscious, for example, this component of the psych model can make the individual feel guilty for not following rules. (McLeod, 2018). Therefore, Freud believes that some individuals ego and id could be negatively impacted by psychological issues such as a person’s mental health which means offenders find it difficult to understand that what they are doing is wrong and Freud believed this should be considered when issuing punishments. This is where his statement saying ‘treatment is more important than punishment’ supports his theory. Bowlby (1958) agreed with Freud stating that children form attachments at a young age as a way of surviving. In the first two years of a child’s life, it is a critical period for them to attach to their mother. His research suggested that if this attachment were not made the child would experience long term effects as a result of maternal deprivation. This could potentially cause the child to become delinquent, have a higher level of aggression, experience depression or even affectionless psychopathy. Therefore, this highlights a break down in the child’s superego as they would have complete disregard for the consequences of their actions or concern for others. (McLeod, 2017). The limitations this could have is that it makes it difficult to explain both the gender gap in offending and the age-crime curve. Additionally, although research demonstrates that biology and personality play a vital part in a person’s criminal behaviour, there is no concrete evidence to determine how much or to what extent. (Burke et al, 2014). The impact this could have on the criminal justice system is that they find it difficult to prosecute offenders as they need to ensure that they were legally sane at the time of the crime and are punishable for their actions.
The strain theory was introduced by Robert Merton in 1938 where he believed that to achieve goals you had to conform, work hard, and have an education, however, this would result in individuals experiencing pressures or strains if they failed to do so. Merton’s theory states that those who found it difficult to meet their goals, reject their aims and potentially lead to criminal activity as a way of dealing with their pressures and as a way of still meeting their goals. For example, an innovator would adapt to their failings by finding another way of achieving the material success they desire by robbing a bank, for example. (Hall, 2014). Other individuals may lose all their value towards society and turn to other crimes such as taking drugs and become drug addicts, alcoholics. Cohen (1955) believes that these stresses could also come from a lack of status, so those who are in working-class families as an example. Children from these families usually rebel, reject their education and values that middle-class children would have. Therefore, this theory believes that these children want to obtain status in other ways by committing crimes to gain status from their friendship group. (Burke et al, 2014). Cloward and Ohlin (1960) combined Merton and Cohen’s theory to their thoughts arguing that children had no legitimate opportunities to achieve social goals, so subsequently would join youth gangs to pursue illegitimate activities to gain financial success. This is as a result of being marginalised as this can trigger migration to subcultures and criminality. This is Cohen’s (1955) subcultural theory an expansion of Merton’s strain theory. (Hall, 2017). Agnew (1992) defined strain as an event that any individual would want to avoid. These could include parental rejection, child abuse, bullying, loss of a loved one or criminal victimization. However, some more than others would push individuals to commit crimes. The stresses and pain that young people experience can result in negative emotions such as anger depression and fear. Some offenders would use crime as a coping mechanism and those who have poor social control are more likely to lead to crime. Agnew’s research demonstrates that he believed criminal behaviour was to serve a purpose, to enable individuals to escape the strains and pressure that they are experiencing. (Burke et al, 2014). The limitations of this are that it focuses on the working class, so those who have been marginalised or are considered disadvantaged. It is too deterministic, does not take into account that not all working-class are deviant. Additionally, it does not explore female offending and takes an individual approach to ignore group crime. (Amar, 2015).
Thompson and Venables were two young boys who were charged with the murder of two-year-old James Bulger’s murder in 1993. They taunted from school, abducted, and eventually brutally murdered the poor toddler. (Kelso, 2001). This tragic case study applies to several different criminological theories. The theory of positivism where psychological traits are found as it was discovered that Thompson and Venables had a problematic upbringing. Thompson saw his mother and siblings fall victim to severe and almost physical and sexual violence at the hands of his own father. He also experienced child abuse, abandonment from his father and his mother became an alcoholic. (Kelso, 2001) This suggests the positivism theory applies to this case study as Thompson watched his parent’s behaviour over several years and adapted to that way of life. It is said that he bullied Venables into doing this horrific act and from the age of eight spent his time on the streets with individuals ‘whose main occupation was causing trouble and committing crimes’. (Lusher, 2018). The difference between the two children is that Venables was very remorseful. However, research suggests that Thompson has gone on to make a successful life for himself, whereas Venables has since returned to prison to possessing indecent images of children, after his release he was then recalled several years later and is currently still serving his sentence. (Crosbie, 2021). The Bandura Bobo doll experiment supports this theory as Bandura (1961) conducted a controlled experiment to determine whether an individual’s behaviour was impacted by the observation of others. The experiment involved a male or female model acting aggressively towards the ‘Bobo doll’, throwing or attacking it. The results of this experiment were that the children who observed the aggressive model were far more aggressive towards the doll than those children who had observed nonaggressive behaviour. This highlights that children can learn aggressive social behaviour by just observing other people. (McLeod, 2014). Subsequently, Thompson's upbringing being surrounded by abuse and violence could have had a seriously negative impact on his demeanour and what he thought was socially acceptable. 
Jeffrey Dahmer was a serial killer who admitted to killing seventeen young men and boys between 1978 and his arrest in 1991. His horrific crimes involved drugging the young men to make ‘living zombies’, have sex with the corpses and then dismembered his victims and eventually eating parts of their bodies. (Kettler, 2020). This also demonstrates characteristics of the psychological positivism theory due to the acts that he committed. He also stated that he wanted to 'keep them with him as long as possible, even if it meant just keeping a part of them’. (Kettler, 2020) This demonstrates that he must have had a criminal personality, such as a sociopath or a psychopath as he did not want to let the young men leave and did not feel guilty for his actions. Additionally, Bowlby’s attachment theory also applies to this as Dahmer had a very poor relationship with his mother, experiencing maternal alienation of affection which contributed to his difficulty with forming trusting relationships with others. (Gonzalez, 2017). Subsequently, Bowlby’s theory is supported by this as he believed those who did not have a maternal connection with their mother would later go on to commit a crime. 
A case study where you could apply the strain theory is to the serial killer Dennis Nilsen, who killed at least twelve men between 1978 and 1983, chopped up their bodies before burying them and stuffing them down drains. (Culley, 2021). This is applicable to the strain theory as he was never capable of holding down a relationship and socially incapable of acting appropriately in public. Subsequently, his strain was being unable to fit in in society and he felt lonely, so, therefore, hid the bodies under his floorboards so he could bring them up to talk to. (Carter, 2018).
The most relevant theories used in modern-day society would be the strain theory and psychological positivism. This is because mental health, stresses and pressures are becoming a very popular and ever-growing issue within modern-day society. The criminal justice system and the police must ensure offenders are clinically sane and that treatment is a priority over punishment. Additionally, knife crime is an ongoing concern within communities, which links to Cohen’s strain theory as youths carrying knives is a way of rebelling and they believe they can obtain status from their peers. 
To conclude theories of crime have developed considerably over the years since they were first founded. Some are used more than others especially within modern-day society but are an important way of determining the reasons for criminal behaviour. It enables offenders of a rational mind to receive the punishment they deserve and allows for offenders who have psychological issues to have access to the treatment they need.
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