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During the late 19th and early 20th century, an Italian criminologist by the name Cesare Lombroso, also described as the founder of modern criminology, brought forward a biological theory of criminology which suggested that criminality was a trait inherited by people and could be identified by the way they look, creating a dominant toward criminal behaviour during this time, known as, the ‘born criminal’. During 1876, Lombroso published a book, The Criminal Man, which proposed offending behaviour could be explained by atavistic form, focusing on the belief that those who indulge in criminal activities have physical distinguishing features. He argued that these atavistic characteristics would lead offenders to being at a more primitive stage in evolution, making them wilder and harder to control, leading them to turn to crime as they were unable to fit into 1870s society. Lombroso expressed different criminal types would have different physical features. For example, thieves would have an expressive face and small, wandering eyes, murderers would have bloodshot eyes and big hawk-like noses and lastly sex offenders would have thick lips and protruding ears. (Brookes, 2021). 

Lombroso’s theory on born criminals were based on his own research and was well known for his detailed studies of people and their bodies. Lombroso began to directly assess offenders by measuring and documenting the characteristics of their bodies, differentiating from many before him. Throughout the course of his life, Lombroso studied thousands of people, including, namely offenders, non-offenders and the mentally ill. Furthermore, he would also examine the skulls and brains of many deceased people. Lombroso often measured things such as people’s height, weight, arm span, hand size, and so on. His theory ultimately found that offenders were really a different type of human, differentiating from ‘regular’ purely on the basis of physical characteristics. These physical characteristics ranged from asymmetric face, large jaws, excessively long arms and even epilepsy. However, as Lombroso updated new editions of his book, he would also take other factors that may link to criminal behaviour into account, such as gangs, poverty and alcohol (Criminology Web, 2019). 

Throughout Lombroso’s life and for many years after he died Lombroso would receive much criticism. Over the years many critics have focused on the absurd nature of his work and often disregard biology to have anything to do with criminology. From 100 years after his death, Lombroso and his biological criminology work has been described by others as not taken seriously, deterministic, discredited, embedded in sexist stereotypes and simply put wrong (Cullen & Wilcox, 2013). However, Lombroso left many things to pick up for those after him. Firstly, being a strong supporter of determining biological factors in behaviour and held a direct impact when assessing the influence of anthropological thought. He also understood the need for understanding psychopathology by assessing the structure and function of the brain as well as the characteristics of the body. For this reason, Lombroso is often described as one of the fathers of modern criminology (Mazzarello, 2011).

Social strain theory was introduced in 1938 by Robert Merton and was built off Emile Durkheim’s work on anomie. The theory holds the view that the way in which humans behave is determined by the social structure. Merton believed anomie was a product of inconsistencies between societal goals and the means to achieving them. He believed the high rates of crime in America to be a product of the American Dream, suggesting wealth attainment to be deeply sought after even if factors such as class and race heavily burdened any chances of monetary success. Ultimately leading them to turn to illegitimate ways of obtaining wealth indulging in criminal activities. The inconsistency between the desire and the method of achieving them became known as ‘strain theory’. Hence, social inequality was seen as the key reason for deviancy (Nickerson, 2021).

Merton proposed that in order to achieve culturally approved goals within societies, individuals could display five types of deviancy under different criteria, the first being conformity. This involved individuals accepting cultural goals and the approved means of obtaining said goals, an example being a successful businessman who is economically successful through employment. Second is innovation, which involves individuals accepting cultural goals but rejecting the established and/or the legal means of attaining those goals by using criminal methods, an example being a stockbroker engaging in illegal inside trading. Third is ritualism, which involves individuals rejecting cultural goals but believing in using legitimate means for attaining goals, an example being staying in a dead-end job. Fourth is retreatism, which involves individuals rejecting both cultural goals and conventional means of attaining them, an example being some homeless people. And finally, rebellion, which involves individuals rejecting both cultural goals and traditional means of securing them but actively tries to replace both elements of the society with different goals and means (Libretexts, 2021). Rebellion and innovation are most likely to be linked with criminal activity, whereas ritualism and retreatism are more likely to be considered as social diversions or deviations. 

However, social strain theory can be critiqued on the fact that it exaggerates the role of social class in crime and deviant behaviour. Lower classes have the least resources in order to reach goals and will struggle to do so, meaning the theory applies best to lower class individuals. Although, when looking at the greater scope of deviant and criminal acts, strain theory fails to adequately consider criminal activities beyond street level, for example white collar crimes, which are more widespread among middle and upper classes who have monetary satisfaction (Plum, 2016).
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