
CRIM1000 – Mass Overview 

Three components of Criminology:  

� The making of laws 

� how are laws made? 

� when does deviant behaviour become criminal? 

� The breaking of laws 

� why do people break the law? 

� how do we understand the aetiology—or origin—of criminal behaviour? 

� Society's reaction to law violation 

� how does our society respond to law violation? 

� how do our formal agencies of social control (police, courts, corrections, etc) 

respond to law violation? 

� how are we/they doing in addressing law violation?  

 

What sets criminology apart from other disciplines?  

� Emphasis on criminal law violations, but extends to other ‘deviant’ behaviours.  

� Is a social science.  

� Can be highly multi-disciplinary.  

� Origins & evolution often political – growth linked to the politicization of crime control (e.g., 

1960s, Fitzgerald Inquiry, terrorism). 

� Interest in system improvement… critical. 

 

Two ways of looking at crime:  

� An empirical focus: What is it? How common is it? Where does it happen?  

� A theoretical focus: Who does it? Why?  

 

Ways to organise theories of crime:  

� Historical shifts.  

� Complexity. 

� Levels of explanation.  

� Definitions of crime.  

 

Pre-Modern ‘spiritual’ explanations:  

‘Demonology’ (18
th

 Century) 

� Religion the foundation. 

� ‘Evil-doers’ viewed as ‘sinners’ rather than ‘criminals’.  

� Punishment harsh & physical. 

 

The Modern Era (17
th

 – 18
th

 Century) 

� Industrialization & urbanization: 

o rising middle class, large pool of dispossessed rural poor 

� Political changes: 

o de-emphasis of the role of church 
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� Growth of scientific knowledge & enlightenment thought: 

o reason and rationality could help explain human behaviour 

 

Classical School  

Mid 18th – mid 19th centuries – Becarria & Bentham. Recognized need for reform. Introduced 

rationality into understanding and controlling crime. Key assumptions of Rational Choice Theory: 

� Self-interested and seek to maximize pleasure and minimize pain 

� Rational: decide what is in best interest 

� Weigh costs benefits of crime 

� Crime is the product of free will, not the supernatural. Deterrence: punishment 

proportional to seriousness… costs must exceed reward.  

 

� Humans are: 

� Self-interested. Maximize pleasure & minimize pain. 

� Rational: decide what is in our best interest. 

� ‘Weighers’ of costs & benefits. 

� So, crime is a product of free will, not the supernatural. 

� Implications for punishment.  

 

More: 

� The origin of classical theory: 

o Cesare Beccaria (1738-1794) 

� Modern strands of classical theory 

o Deterrence researchers 

o ‘Routine activities’ (Felson) 

o ‘Rational choice’ and situational crime prevention. 

� Naturalistic (rationalistic) approach challenge to spiritualism 

� Earlier social contract thinkers (Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau) began to provide a foundation, 

but political elite unmoved. 

� Beccaria (1764): Emergence of idea of rationality 

o Human beings as rational actors who weigh the costs and benefits 

o Motivated by self-interest 

� Role of government is to manipulate this rational calculation of costs and benefits 

o By maintaining a level of punishment that exceeds the potential rewards 

� Law should be limited in scope and written. 

� Punishment should be proportional (i.e. fit) the crime. 

� Seriousness should be determined by the harm inflicted on society, intent of offender is 

irrelevant. 

� Punishment should be certain (certainty) and swift (celerity). 

� Presumption of innocence. 

� Punishment as deterrence. 

 

Positivism: Age of Science 19
th

 Century – now.  

 

� Criminal behaviour is determined (not free will). 

� Science can identify causes of crime. 

� Identifiable & measurable criteria. 

� Focus on criminal actors not acts. 
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� Implications for response.  

� criminals can be distinguished from non-criminals based on certain identifiable and 

measurable criteria 

� focus on criminal actors not acts 

� need for individualized treatment. Treatment rather than punishment 

� Goal: identify “causes” to predict & prevent future crime  

 

Late modern/postmodern era, post war:  

� ‘Crime’ is socially contingent/constructed. 

� Why some groups ‘criminals’ and not others? 

� Who has power? Who doesn’t? 

� Divergent perspectives: Labeling, Conflict, Marxist, Feminist, Postmodern, Critical. 

Complexity of the explanations of crime:  

� Single factor 19
th

-early 20
th

 century. Early theories of criminal behaviour tended to 

emphasize how one explanatory factor (e.g. intelligence, atavism, body size, etc.) caused 

crime. These approaches were limited in scope, lacking depth and complexity 

� Multiple factors (1930’s-1950’s). The causes of crime can be identified through multiple 

factor approaches. Positivist. Identify all known factors and assess their correlation with 

crime. The development of prediction tables. Atheoretical. Endless search for the 

aetiological Holy Grail – i.e., the origins of crime.  

� Reduced to a single discipline (1940’s-now). Theories of crime are best reduced to one 

system or discipline of knowledge (e.g. sociology, psychology, etc). Reflects disciplinary 

competition for explaining crime and criminal behaviour. Approach has been identified 

as being somewhat narrow in scope.  

� Integrated & Inter – disciplinary approaches (1990 – present). Crime is a diverse 

phenomenon. The causes of crime are perhaps equally as diverse cutting across 

different disciplines of knowledge. The most comprehensive understanding of crime, 

according to this view, requires an integrated (and likely interdisciplinary) theoretical 

framework.  

What is crime & who decides? 

Consensus perspectives:  

� Assumes agreement in society about appropriate ways to behave.  

� Crime is a violation of a collectively agreed upon norm. 

� Violations of these ‘norms’ (crimes) are justifiably punished on behalf of the collective (i.e., 

us).  

Conflict perspectives:  

� Assumes NO agreement in society about appropriate ways to behave.  

� There is group or class struggle.  

� The most powerful groups get to define.  

� Punishment reflects the interests of the powerful groups.  

Week 2: Defining & Measuring Crime:  
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What is deviance?  

� Deviance is behavior that elicits a social reaction by violating the standard of conduct 

defined by society.  

� Deviance is “…the behavior that violates the normative rules, understandings or 

expectations of social systems” (Cohen 1968, p.148) 

Social norms fall into 4 categories:  

Less deviant 

1. Folkways—non-binding social conventions 

2. Mores—strong conviction about right and wrong  

3. Taboo—prohibition of socially offensive acts 

4. Laws—strongest norms, written formal decree 

More deviant 

What is the relationship between deviance and crime?  

What is crime?  

 

The legalist perspective Crime is a behaviour that violates criminal 

codes and statutes. 

The political perspective Crime is a socially constructed behaviour.  

The psychological perspective Crime is a maladaptive behaviour.  

The sociological perspective  Crime is behaviour that threatens social order. 

 

The act & the intent  

� Act (or omission) & intent must be present to constitute a crime 

o Actus reus – conduct that caused the crime 

o Mens rea – prescribed state of mind 

� Legal personhood – all adults have the necessary mental capacity to make judgements and 

take responsibility for actions. (e.g., children under 10, under 14 doli incapax).  

Measuring crime: 

Administrative data sources: Data recorded by police, courts, corrections and other criminal justice 

agencies.  

� e.g., recorded crime rates, arrest rates, conviction rates, imprisonment rates 

� statistics provided by State and Territory police, courts and corrections and the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
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Benefits of this type of data:  

� Coverage – generally a census of reported incidents (i.e., all).  

� Possibility of comparing across jurisdictions and over time (caveats). 

� A measure of system operational functioning and cost.  

� A measure of system impact on society.  

� Possible to apply rates for improved comparison. 

Limitations:  

� Undercounting:  

o Requires (1) recognition, (2) reporting & (3) recording.  

� Jurisdictional differences:  

o E.g., recording & counting procedures.  

� Changing legal & social conditions:  

o E.g., mandatory reporting laws, legislation for stalking. 

� Seasonal variation 

The ‘crime funnel’ 

Fewer crimes are detected and punishment by the criminal justice system than the number actually 

committed.  

 

 

 

The ‘Dark Figure’ 

Hidden crimes, not normally reported or discovered in official data.  

Two kinds of self-report studies:  

� We ask you to tell us about your offending:  

� Self-reported crime & delinquency surveys 
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� E.g., National Drugs Strategy Survey, Drug Use Monitoring in Australia 

(DUMA) 

� E.g., Self-report delinquency studies in schools 

o We ask you to tell us about your victimization:  

� Victimization surveys 

� E.g., Crime & Safety Survey;  

� Women’s Safety Survey;  

� International Crime Victims Survey;  

� International Violence Against Women Survey 

What do we learn?  

Self-report crime & delinquency surveys: 

� Most people participate in some forms of crime/delinquency but offending is trivial. 

� Few offenders responsible for many. 

� Gets at some victimless crimes (drug use). 

� Better understanding of causes of offending.  

Self-report victimisation surveys:  

� Vast majority of people are not victimised. 

� But there are greater levels of crime than reported by official statistics. 

� Gain an understanding of when and why people report to the police. 

� Better understanding of causes and consequences of victimisation. 

Closing thoughts:  

� ‘Official’ sources of data are collected for the purposes of monitoring crime and ensuring the 

accountability of agencies.  These data are central to empirical research.  

� These official sources can provide a limited picture of crime.  

� Self-report (victimisation and offending) data help to address some of the limitations 

inherent in administrative data. 

� Different approaches illustrate different patterns of crime.  

Major crime trends in Australia.  
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Homicide rate per 100,000 people Australia.  

 

Persons in prison custody; average daily number per month.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Violent & property crime rate per 100,000 people.  

 

 
 

Hotspot map for domestic violence – related assaults, Sydney, 2006.  
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