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CRIMINOLOGY: Meaning, Subject Matter and its importance 

1.0 Objective 

By going through this paper, we will develop basic understanding of criminology. After 

studying this paper we all are able to:- 

 Understand what is Criminology? 

 What is the subject matter of Criminology? 

 Differentiate between different schools of Criminology. 

 Understand Bentham „Hedonistic Calculus‟ 

 A look on Gabrial Tarde‟s Three law of imitation 

 Understand suicide by Durkheim for highlighting social factor in crime. 

1.1 What is Criminology? 

“Criminology” is derived from the Latin crimen, which means accusation, and the 

transliterated Greek logia, which has come to denote "the study of." Therefore the term 

literally means "the study of crime." 

Criminology was first used by French anthropologist Topinard in 1879.  

Criminology is the scientific study of crime as a social phenomenon, behavior of 

criminals, and the penal treatment of the criminal. It studies the non-legal aspects of 

crime. And the non-legal aspects of crime include the causes and preventions of crime. 

Initiated in the 18th century by social crusaders, Criminology was brought to light. Social 

reformers began to query the use of punishment for justice rather than deterrence and 

reform (Merriam-Webster, 2013). 

Criminology includes the study of crimes, criminals, crime victims, and criminological 

theories explaining illegal and deviant behavior. The social reaction to crime, the 

effectiveness of anti-crime policies, and the broader political terrain of social control are 

also aspects to criminology (Brotherton, 2013).  

In 1924, Edwin Sutherland defined Criminology as “the body of knowledge regarding 

crime as a social phenomenon that includes within its scope the process of making laws, 

of breaking laws, and of reacting toward the breaking of laws.”  

Any study of crime must involve the study of law. Criminology explores the bases and 

implications of criminal laws – how they emerge, how they work, how they are violated 

and what happens to violators. Ram Ahuja propounded that Criminology study mainly 

following three processes:- 

i. Making  laws 

ii. Breaking laws 

iii. Reaction to the breaking of laws 



 

 

In brief, Criminology is the scientific study of Crimes and Criminals and it is the total 

knowledge of the cause of crime, reform of criminal and regulating the criminal 

behaviour. 

When having a close look, we find that Criminology analyses following three facts: 

 Origin of Crimes 

 Rehabilitation of Criminals 

 Retribution of Crimes 

1.2 School of Criminology 

Criminological Theories are an important part of criminology. Criminological Theories 

examine why people commit crimes and is very important in the ongoing debate of how 

crime should be handled and prevented (Briggs, 2013). 

1.2.1 Classical school of Criminology 

The Classical School of Criminology was brought to light in the late 1700s and early 

1800s. This is the first school of criminology that comes as a response to the subjective, 

corrupt and harsh legal system. Followings are some of the underlying principles of 

classical school:- 

 Social contract theory of H Maine – the theory of how imaginary individuals 

come together to make a society work (exemplified in the work of Jean-

Jacques Rousseau). 

 The view that human beings have „free will‟ – human actions are not simply 

determined by inside or outside „forces‟ but can be seen as matters of free 

decisions. 

 The idea of punishment as deterrent – rational beings will choose not to 

commit crimes if the punishment fits the crime. 

 Utilitarianism – laws useful to the greatest number should be observed. 

Jeremy Bentham argued that their violation would open the door to anarchy. 

 Secularism – Beccaria wanted to build a humanist theory that avoided ideas 

of God‟s law, revelation or natural justice and that focused on the living, 

sentient human being, subject to pains and pleasures. He wanted law to be 

made by human beings, and rational. 

During enlightenment era, the Classical School set it roots and alleged that humans are 

rational beings and that crime is the result of free will in a risk versus reward position. 

Two of the most important of these people to shape the Classical School of Criminology 

are Cesare Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham. 

C Beccaria propounded that the criminal justice system work in a more efficient, 

effective, and all-around non-discriminatory way. He suggested that judge‟s only task 

should be to determine guilt or innocence and then follow the predetermined sentence set 

forth by the legislature. He also implied that only the impact on society should be used to 



 

 

determine the significance of the crime. He felt that that the punishment of the crime 

should be proportionate to its seriousness. He accepted deterrence should be the basis of 

punishment and rejected the idea of retribution. He felt that if a crime was committed and 

the offender was adjudicated in a prompt manner than the concept of crime and 

punishment would be associated with each other. He thought if a punishment was certain 

then society would have a better impression of the criminal justice system. He advocated 

the publication of laws so that the public would be aware of the laws, its purpose and the 

punishments set forth by the laws. He highlighted torture and secret accusations are 

abolished or eliminated. This allowed potential offenders to know the punishment before 

making a rational decision to commit crime. He opposed the distinction between the elite 

and the underprivileged be eradicated from the law. This was based on the idea of 

sovereignty lying in the hands of the people and all members of society being seen and 

treated equally in the application of the law. 

 

Jeremy Bentham created the concept of the hedonistic calculus. 

 “The hedonistic calculus” can be defined as the idea that the main objective of an 

intelligent person is to achieve the most pleasure and the least pain and that the 

individuals are constantly calculating the pluses and minuses of their potential actions. 

 

Bentham believed that due to this hedonistic calculus, a person makes a rational decision 

regarding a pleasure versus pain calculation, he speculated that the punishment for crimes 

should prevail over the pleasure the person would get from committing the criminal 

activity.  

Classical school focused on the crime and not the criminal. There are following three 

specific theories are studied under this school of criminology:- 

i. Rational Choice Theory 

Rational Choice Theory is defined as a perspective that holds that criminality 

is the result of conscious choice and predicts that individuals chose to commit a 

crime when the benefits outweigh the costs of disobeying the law. This theory is 

basically a cost-benefit analysis between crime and punishment relying on the 

freewill decision from the offender. 

ii. Routine Activities Theory 

There are three key elements for the Routine Activities Theory:  a motivated 

offender, an attractive target, and a lack of a capable guardian. As per this theory, 

people‟s daily routine and activities, affect the chances that they will be an 

attractive target. And depending on the daily routine, victim encounters an offender 

in a situation when no effective guardian is present. Changes in routine activities in 

society can affect the crime rates. Crime against, working women in call center late 

night, are covered under this theory. Govt. guidelines to employ women worker 

only in day shift leads to heavy declines in such crime rate. 



 

 

iii. Situational Choice Theory 

Situational Choice Theory is known to be an outlook on the view criminal 

behavior “as a function of choices and decisions made within a context of 

situational constraints and opportunities”. This means that in certain situations or 

constraints a person may act one way, but in any other situation, the person would 

not act in that way. The Situational Choice Theory is largely an extension of the 

rational choice theory. (Schmalleger, 2014) 

1.2.2 Positivist school of Criminology 

By the late 1800s, the Classical School of Criminology attacked and a new wave of 

thought known as positivist school of criminology, taken place. There were three 

causations for the attack of the Classical School. These are: 

 crimes appeared to be increasing even though changes in the legal system 

had taken place. 

 punished offenders were recidivating/ repeating offence 

 the theory of an offender being a rational, self-interested person who chose 

to engage in crime was challenged by the biological sciences.  

Lombroso was an Italian physician who founded the Positivist School of Criminology in 

the nineteenth century.  Lombroso researched the links between criminality and physical 

attributes. He came up with the idea of “Criminal Man”, in which he outlined what he 

studied and deemed to be the traits of a criminal, these are, not being developed 

sufficiently mentally, having long arms, large amounts of body hair, prominent 

cheekbones, and large foreheads. In his book, „The Criminal Man‟, Lombroso suggested 

that criminals were biologically in a different stage in the evolution process than the 

counterpart non-criminals.  

He believed that there are three major classes of criminals:  

i. Born criminals- Born criminals were thought to be one-third of the criminals 

which were a more primitive evolutionary form of development. 

ii. Insane criminals- Insane criminals were the idiots, paranoiacs, and those 

affected with dementia, alcoholism, hysteria and other types of mental 

complications. 

iii. Criminaloids-  These are considered a large general class without specificities 

on physical characteristics or mental disorders, but sometimes tend to be involved 

in rancorous and criminal behavior.  

Lombroso did not come up alone with the Positivist School of Criminology. He, along 

with Ferri and Goring, contributed the Positivist School of Criminology. Lombroso gives 

the idea of „Criminal Types, based on physical attributes. Ferri is credited for 

highlighting the importance of anthropological and social factors along with the physical 

factor. Goring acknowledged the fact that a criminal is physically and mentally deficient 

to the non-criminal. 

This Positivist School of Criminology linked biological, psychological, and sociological 

theories to criminal behavior. It brought to light that there are several factors involved in 

criminality. The Positivist School of Criminology used science to determine factors that 



 

 

were associated with crime and criminality. The three categories of the theories used in 

the Positivist School are biological theories, psychological theories, and sociological 

theories. 

i. Biological Theory - This theory is based on a person‟s biological and 

hereditary identity. These theories imply that it is not entirely the criminal‟s fault, 

but their biological make up that makes them identify with criminality. 

Lombroso suggests that a typical criminal have specific physical traits and 

characteristics. 

ii. Psychological Theory - This theories deal with a person‟s mental well-being. 

It is believed that crimes are the result of abnormal, dysfunctional, or      

inappropriate mental processes within the personality of the individual. Therefore, 

it is believed that criminal behavior may be purposeful for the individual because it 

addresses certain felt needs. 

iii. Sociological Theory - This Theory associates a criminal‟s behavior with the 

social constructs surrounding the individual. In Sociological theory, the people that 

are in close or intimate contact with the individual, the environment in which the 

individual is in constant contact with, and the way the individual has been taught 

are important factors in analysing a criminal‟s behavior. 

1.2.3 Neo Classical school of Criminology 
The Neo-Classical School of criminology is a blend of the two other schools of 

criminology with emphasis on deterrence. The Classical School held that people had 

complete freewill. However, the Neo Classical School felt that a person had freewill, but 

not absolute free will as it is affected by biological, psychological and social factors. The  

Neo-Classical School highlighted that there were many other factors associated with 

criminality. 

Gabriel Tarde talks about a difference between total free will and determinism. he argued 

that no one has total free will and other factors such as age, gender, social and economic 

environments, are responsible for their actions too. This school had a basis on the 

offender‟s character. They advocated judge‟s discretion so that the judges were able to 

use discretion in cases where age, mental capabilities, and other justifying circumstances 

were of issue. Arguing against the Positivist criminology of Cesare Lombroso, which 

held that criminality was inherited, and that someone "born criminal"' could be identified 

by physical defects, Tarde suggested that the social environment is crucial both in the 

development of criminal behavior and its control. He proposed following three law of 

imitation:- 

i. Law of close contact – This explains that people have a greater tendency to 

imitate the fashions or behaviors of those around them. If one is constantly 

surrounded by deviant behavior, one is more likely to imitate that type of 

behavior. Direct contact with deviance fosters more deviance. Tarde believed that 

as society becomes denser, people will start to imitate each other more. He 

https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Cesare_Lombroso
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Crime


 

 

suggested that the mass media played a key role in the proliferation of crime, as 

criminals copied each other‟s style, which they learned about through the media. 

ii. Law of imitation of superiors by inferiors- it explains that the poor or the 

young imitate the rich or the more experienced, and those crimes among the poor 

are in fact their attempts to imitate wealthy, high-status people.  

iii. Law of insertion- it says that new behaviors are superimposed on old ones 

and subsequently either reinforce or extinguish previous behavior. For example, if 

criminals start to use a new type of weapon, they will not use the old one 

anymore. 

1.3 Interdisciplinary nature of Criminology 

When scrutinizing the various subject matters of criminology, it appears that it is 

convergence of many disciplines such as Sociology, Law, Social Works, psychology 

political science etc. This idea of interdisciplinary nature of criminology is also supported 

by Thorsten Sellin in 1938 in his book „Culture, Conflict and Crime‟. Zedner (2007a) 

observes that greatest strengths of criminology is its disciplinary hybridity. 

 

1.4 The subject matter of Criminology 

Generally criminology is divided into following three parts:- 

i. Cause 

ii. Reform 

iii. Prevention  

 

       Criminology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Caldwell talks about four subject matters of it, which are enumerated as follows:- 

i. To study the nature of Criminal law and its administration. It also 

illuminates the circumstances under which such criminal laws develop. 

ii. To analyse the cause of crime and the personality of criminal. 

iii. Reform and rehabilitate the criminal. 

iv. Control of crime 

Cause of Crime Reform of Criminal Prevention of Crime 

https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Mass_media


 

 

1.5 Sociology and Criminology 

Now-a-days, re-evaluation of paradigms and principles of criminology is undergoing. 

The basis of this debates and controversies is due to new thought in sociology for 

analysing social problems. Earlier social problem is understood as originating due to 

individual pathology (psychological approach) but now social problem is understood as 

the product of structure and functioning of existing social system. 

For instance, „suicide‟ is always considered as individual pathology till Durkheim studied 

„suicide‟ as the product of social background. Durkheim in his classical study of „Le 

Suicide‟ which was published in 1897, demonstrated that neither psycho-pathic nor other 

personal factors including heredity, climate, poverty or unhappy love, gives sufficient 

explanation of suicide. According to Durkheim, suicide is neither an individual act nor a 

personal action. It is caused by some power which is over and above the individual or 

super individual. Durkheim highlighted that the force, which determines the suicide, is 

not psychological but social. He concludes that suicide is the result of social 

disorganisation or lack of social integration or social solidarity. 
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Emile Durkheim classified different types of suicides on the basis of different types of 

relationship between the actor and his society. 

(a) Egoistic suicide: According to Durkheim, when a man becomes socially 

isolated or feels that he has no place in the society he ends himself. This is the 

suicide of self-centered person who socially disconnected and is usually cut off 

from main stream of the society. 

(b) Altruistic suicide: This type of suicide occurs when an individuals is very 

much integrated with the society or any other person. This kind of suicide is 

due to the over integration of the individual into society. for example – Sati 

customs. 

(c) Anomic suicide: This type of suicide is due to certain breakdown of social 

equilibrium or „normlessness‟, such as, suicide after sudden winning a lottery. 

In other words, anomic suicide takes place in a situation when there is lack of 

regulation or due to sudden change. 

(d) Fatalistic suicide: This type of suicide is due to over-regulation in society. 

When a servant or slave commits suicide or when a barren woman commits 

suicide, is some example of fatalistic suicide. 

Dear students, after in depth discussion on social factor of suicide by Durkheim, It is 

made clear that how sociology stand in the field of criminology. 
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