


This essay will seek to offer a comprehensive understanding of some of the key historical theories within the field of criminology before proceeding to apply these theories to the case study of actors who joined and supported the Islamic State. This case study analysis is crucial in order to understand the relationship between theory and practice, as well as providing a contemporary setting within which the credibility of historical criminological theories may be considered. Following this analysis, this essay will seek to explore the extent to which the theories discussed within this study may be considered relevant within the context of modern criminality.

When examining theories which have historically helped mould the field of criminology it is imperative to begin with classicism which emerged in the mid-18th century and was heavily influenced by early criminological theorists such as Cesar Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham (Paternoster, 2010). Scholars such as Bentham and Beccaria put forth the argument that human beings are inherently rational beings, making decisions on whether to commit crime based upon a cost benefit analysis of pain and pleasure (Chalfin and McCrary, 2017). This shift in thinking was critical, as it separated the perceived root of criminality from religion, replacing the notion that offenders had been overcome with evil forces by the assertion that criminals were rational actors who made deliberate choices rooted in a cost-benefit analysis (Edney, 2006). This concept of pain and pleasure suggests that if the potential pain of apprehension and punishment outweighs the potential pleasure acquired through deviant acts, this will be more effective in controlling crime, consequentially creating an emphasis on the notion of deterrence within classicism by promoting a swift, certain and severe penal system (Chalfin and McCrary, 2017). The theory of classicism perpetuated by early theorists such as Beccaria and Bentham also proposed that the irrationality of the pre-enlightenment penal system rendered it ineffective crime control, therefore a penal system which was proportionate, clear and based on evidence would be more effective in tackling crime and deterring criminal behaviour (Paternoster, 2010). Upon reflection of the key principles set out within early classicism it is apparent that this theory is built upon promoting the argument that humans are rational beings motivated by principles of pleasure and pain. Therefore, in order to effectively deter crime, the penal system must be proportionate, swift and severe enough that the risks associated with apprehension outweigh the potential benefits of deviancy.  This evolution in theory regarding criminal justice has been fundamental in moulding the form of criminal justice system which is present within numerous countries in modern society, demonstrating the importance of classicism within criminology and consequentially this study. 

However, whilst classicism was crucial in the evolution of the criminal justice system, it has also been the subject of academic critique. For example, research has argued that classicism and the work conducted by scholars such as Bentham and Beccaria did not account for the distinct differences between groups of offenders, for instance it failed to account for the differences in female criminality, rather broadly looking at criminality through a male-orientated lens (Cook, 2016). In addition, it has also been argued that classicist views of deviance predicate too heavily on the assumption that all humans are rational actors, however this is not effective as some actors may also be driven to crime by biosocial factors which are beyond their control (Wright and Cullen, 2012). Consequentially, it is evident that this theory, whilst crucial within the development of the penal system, has also been criticised for some salient theoretical deficiencies. 

Another central theory which emerged within historical criminology and merits acknowledgement within this essay is positivism, particularly biological positivism. Biological Positivism was heavily shaped by the work of Cesare Lombroso and his concept of the ‘criminal man’ which suggested that an inherently criminal type existed which could be identified by particular features (Musumeci, 2018). Biological positivism was particularly predicated on the notion that offenders could be identified by the shape of their skulls, as Lombroso argued that the shape of an individual’s skull may reveal a predisposition towards criminal behaviour (Edney, 2006). Lombroso went on to argue that this inherent criminality was the result of criminals being the product of a species of humanity arrested at an earlier stage of evolution than their modern counterparts, inferring this difference could be identified by markers such as the shape of their head and facial features among other traits (Knepper, 2018).  Upon a short exploration of the literature it is evident that the theory of biological positivism is grounded in the notion that criminality is an inherent trait within particular individuals based within their biological structure, allowing criminals to be identified by unique features such as the shapes of their head. 

Whilst biological positivism held some weight at the time of its construction, within modern criminology the theory has been fiercely criticised, with scholars noting that the theory over relies on hereditary causes of crime whilst failing to account for the multitude of external factors, circumstances and opportunities surrounding individuals which may also lead them to offend (Clarke, 2018). Furthermore, academic empirical research has demonstrated that the theory of biological positivism did not withstand vigorous scientific scrutiny, hindering its credibility within the field of criminology (Edney, 2006). Consequentially, it is clear that academic critiques of biological positivism broadly suggest that the theory may be regarded as a blunt tool unsupported by empirical evidence, which places the source of deviance within an individual from birth without accounting for the vast spectrum of external factors which may also influence an individual’s decision to offend.  

Aswell as biological theories, historically psychological theories have also become prominent within criminology, for example strain theory is another key theory which lends itself to examination as it has been subject to a high degree of academic attention and debate. Strain theory, originally constructed by Robert Merton, suggests that society is constructed in a way which places pressure upon individuals to attain goals such as wealth as symbols of success and happiness (Murphy and Robinson, 2008). Strain theory consequentially suggests that those who feel unable to legitimately attain these goals, for instance those in the lowest socio-economic classes, may instead turn to deviant means in order to attain these goals (Murphy and Robinson, 2008). Essentially, Merton’s strain theory argued that a disjuncture between the goals promoted within society and the ability of individuals to attain these goals through socially permitted means created the strain which led offenders to commit crime (Polizzi, 2010). 

Whilst strain theories underlying argument that the source of deviancy lies in the void between socially perpetuated goals and the opportunities to attain them was initially embraced by academics, the theory has been subject to intense criticism as it has not been supported by a broader breadth of empirical evidence (VanderPyl, 2019).  In addition, academics have argued that the empirical data which has been collected, broadly leans towards discrediting strain theory rather than re-affirming it, leaving its credibility in doubt (Antonaccio et al, 2014). 

Despite criticism of Merton’s strain theory, within recent years’ academics have continued to try and expand upon this theoretical foundation, for instance Agnew (1992) conducted his own work based upon Merton’s strain theory, proceeding to form general strain theory. General strain theory suggests strain arises from a variety of factors including being blocked from obtaining goals, losing or fear of losing valued stimuli and the fear or reality of something negative occurring. Agnew (2001) has expanded upon general strain theory within further studies to explore the types of strain which may influence individuals to commit crime and offers examples that correlate with wider research such as parental abuse and negative school experiences, as well as types of strain which Agnew (2001) suggests have been chronically under-researched within criminology, such as discrimination and prejudice. In essence, Agnew (1992) has expanded Merton’s strain theory to account for a vast spectrum of potential sources of strain, arguing that offending is not only the product of socio-economic strain but also negative experiences (Shaw, 2020). 

Whilst general strain theory has expanded upon its predecessor, it has also come under criticism by academics, for instance whilst general strain theory is more empirically supported than its predecessor, the findings within these empirical studies have demonstrated mixed conclusions regarding its credibility (Botchkovar and Broidy, 2010). Furthermore, Botchkovar and Broidy (2010) have argued that a vast body of empirical research suggests different types of strain vary in their potency to generate crime, as well as noting that not all crimes may be explained by general strain theory, rendering it open to critique.

Following this analysis of criminological theories, it is crucial to attempt to draw a link between theory and real-world examples in order to examine the credibility of these theories within modern society. Consequently, this section will analyse the actions of actors who joined the Islamic State, including prominent examples such as Shamima Begum in order to examine the link between a contemporary example of criminality and theory. 

The engagement of individuals with the Islamic State is a prime example of the type of contemporary criminological issues which have dominated modern society. The prominence of this particular phenomenon is demonstrated by the societal impact and public attention it has garnered, as within the last decade individuals leaving their homes in Europe and North America to join the Islamic State have become contentious topics of social, political and academic debate (Kruglanski et al, 2018). Supporting this notion that individuals leaving to join the Islamic State have attracted a high degree of attention and debate, it is important to note that there have been a number of high-profile cases which continue to fuel contentious debate even following the collapse of the Islamic States territory within Syria and Iraq. For instance, the case of Shamima Begum, who left her home in London with three school friends to join the self-proclaimed caliphate and since her subsequent capture has continued to attempt to legitimise the terrorist group within her media statements (Baker, 2020). 

The stream of individuals who joined the Islamic State also provide a phenomenon which lends itself to the scope of this study, as research regarding these individuals show that they have originated from within a vast spectrum of age, national, religious and socio-economic groups, offering no clear-cut explanation of their motivations (Vidino, 2014).  Therefore, this combination of individuals joining the Islamic State gathering such social and political attention interwoven with the lack of definitive knowledge regarding what motivated these actors, rendered it a prime example for testing the relevance of historical criminological theories within a contemporary context. 

Following evidence that terrorism, specifically actors who have supported the Islamic State, provide a salient example of contemporary criminality, the potential link between general strain theory and actors who joined the Islamic State offered fertile ground for this study to explore. General strain theory naturally lends itself to analysis within the context of radicalisation and actors who joined the Islamic State, for instance Agnew (2010) has argued that general strain theory when expanded to the context of terrorism may be grounded in notions of ‘collective strain’. Agnew (2010) builds on this argument suggesting that actors who feel they experience ‘collective strain’ as part of a wider community, for example the Muslim community, may seek to correct a perceived feeling of threat or injustice against their community by engaging in terrorism. 

This argument set out by Agnew (2010), which suggests when individuals feel the social groups they belong to are under strain, this ‘collective strain’ may motivate them to engage in terrorism, can be directly linked back to research examining the motivations of actors who have engaged with the Islamic State. For instance, Tezcur and Besaw (2017) conducted a study which identified that a plethora of actors who joined Islamic State were motivated by sense of political injustice and moral outrage, particularly in response to what individuals saw as a strain against their community, in this case the Muslim community in Syria and Iraq.  Tezcur and Besaw (2017), have gone on to argue that the decision of individuals to actively engage with the Islamic State was underpinned by a determination to avenge what they perceived as an injustice against a global Muslim collective they belonged to, demonstrated by the killing and displacement of civilians in Syria and Iraq. Tezcur and Besaw’s (2017) argument is also reinforced by research conducted by (Vidino, 2014), which has analysed interviews and social media profiles of individuals who joined the Islamic State, finding that many propelled a narrative wherein they viewed their actions as noble and altruistic, arguing that they sought to alleviate the plight facing Muslim civilians across Syria and Iraq.   These findings may be directly linked back to general strain theory, as Agnew (2010) suggests that ‘collective strains’ which lead to terrorism are commonly high in magnitude with civilian victims that belong to an identifiable group, which individuals can relate to, for example the Syrian civil war. Consequentially there is evidently a direct parallel between general strain theory’s approach to terrorism and the motivations which drove some individuals to engage with the Islamic State. 

When examining general strain theory, Agnew (2001) has argued that forms of strain such as prejudice or discrimination may be equally prominent drivers of criminality as socio-economic strain. This assertion may also be directly linked back to individuals who joined the Islamic State, as research has demonstrated that not only did many of these actors come from middle class backgrounds, but they also felt a sense of exclusion and disillusion with the societies in which they were raised, particularly in the case of Western recruits (Bonino, 2016). These findings are mirrored within wider empirical research examining violent extremism and minority discrimination, as Piazza (2012) found that there was a link between individuals within minority groups experiencing discrimination and their subsequent decision to engage in acts of terrorism, suggesting that general strain theory may be applied to the process of radicalisation across a variety of terrorist groups and not solely those who joined the Islamic State. Whilst these findings demonstrate that general strain theory may still contribute towards the field of criminology and understanding contemporary crime, it does not appear to account for all of the motivations which may influence terrorism such as religious fanaticism. Therefore, whilst general strain theory may be considered applicable to some forms of contemporary criminality, it cannot provide a silver-bullet explanation to the root cause of all deviance.

The plethora of motivations which have led individuals to join the Islamic State also bring into disrepute Merton’s strain theory, as within the case of those who joined the Islamic State, there was not always a clear goal to achieve socially constructed goals but rather more nuanced and complex motivations. Furthermore, research has also suggested that in contrast to the principles proposed within strain theory, individuals with higher levels of education and wealth are actually more likely to engage with terrorist groups, as they become more aware of global injustices and begin to feel a sense of social responsibility intertwined with their socio-economic status (Ghatak and Gold, 2015), directly contradicting Merton’s strain theory. However, whilst strain theory clearly cannot provide an explanation for all individuals who have left to join groups such as the Islamic State, this does not mean that socio-economic deprivation does not play a role in the radicalisation process of some individuals. For example, research has found that those in socio-economically deprived segments of society, particularly those who belong to minority groups, may be more susceptible to extreme ideologies and narratives which perpetuate violence and promote terrorism (Piazza, 2012). Therefore, it is evident that whilst socio-economic strain may influence the decision of some individuals to commit crimes such as terrorism, it cannot be conclusively linked to all individuals, demonstrating that strain theory does not account for the nuances and intricate factors which contribute towards criminality, rendering it of limited use in the context of contemporary criminology. 

The overarching argument that there is a plethora of nuanced and complex factors which drove individuals to join the Islamic State also cast some doubt on the early classicist arguments perpetuated by scholars such as Bentham and Beccaria. For example, when joining the Islamic State individuals such as Shemima Begum were leaving the relative safety of the United Kingdom, placing themselves in immediate danger of death or imprisonment, for no self-benefit besides a perceived attainment of theological purity, power or pursuit of an Islamic utopia (Chatterjee, 2016). Therefore, the conscious decision made by individuals such as Shemima Begum to join the Islamic State despite the physical threat of death or imprisonment arguably outweighing the potential traditional forms of pleasure awaiting them, suggest that whilst classicist theory may be applicable in particular forms of modern criminality, it is less directly applicable in the case of Jihadist terrorism, which remains a prominent issue in contemporary society. 

Building upon this assertion that not all theories may be considered relevant to this case study, it is crucial to acknowledge that biological positivism appears unable to provide any compelling explanation for forms of contemporary such as terrorism. This argument is reinforced by Vidino (2014), who’s research regarding individuals who left to join the Islamic State found that their motivations were a nuanced combination of individual, societal, religious and psychological factors. These findings would appear to directly contradict the biological positivist view perpetuated by scholars such as Lombroso, as there is no distinct inherent factor which has been determined that may explain the reason so many individuals have chosen to engage in terrorism, rather it appears to be a complex web of internal and external factors. As a result, Vidino’s (2014) findings demonstrate that the biological positivist view that criminality is intrinsically within a person’s biology is too blunt a tool to dissect the motivations of modern criminality, and biological positivism fails to account for the plethora of factors which result in an individual engaging in terrorism, or committing crime more broadly. 

In conclusion, following this discussion regarding key historical theories within the field of criminology and the case study of individuals joining the Islamic State, it is evident that whilst some theories may be regarded as relevant within contemporary society, others have not stood the test of time. For example, it is evident that biological positivism has been rendered unable to offer a viable explanation for deviance, as it has failed to account for the nuanced external factors which may influence contemporary criminality and is not grounded in modern scientific evidence. In addition to biological positivism, this analysis has also demonstrated that strain theory may be of limited use to criminologists, as it places a strong emphasis on the attainment of socially constructed goals, yet does not provide a sound explanation for crimes which defy social norms, for instance killing for thrills or joining terrorist groups out of religious conviction. In contrast, general strain theory appears to be more applicable to contemporary crime than its predecessor, expanding the definition of strain to encapsulate a plethora of social, economic and individual factors. Although this expansion has been imperative, it is crucial to acknowledge that whilst general strain theory appears more applicable to modern criminality, it cannot definitively identify the root causes of all deviance and should not be regarded as a silver-bullet remedy to explaining crime. Rather, the overarching findings of this research, demonstrate the nuanced nature of seeking to define to the root cause of criminality, highlighting that whilst a range of historical theories may contribute towards our understanding of crime, no single theory may be identified as conclusive. Instead, modern criminologists must acknowledge that the causes of crime are nuanced, multifaceted and varied, rendering it clear that there remains no one size fits all approach to understanding the causes of crime in modern society. 
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