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Using high-end production facilities and actors, USC develops student-facing 
key concept videos in each course, with the “0” script delivered at the 
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course 

o added examples to relatably illustrate concepts  
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o wrote every introduction script  

 
 

CJ 500: Module 0 Script: Introduction 

Hello and welcome to Criminal Justice 500 - Criminology. My name is Alveraz Ricardez, and I 
will be your course guide. Each week, I’ll present the module’s key concepts to you and 
provide examples, both fictional and real-world, to illustrate them.  
 
I’d like to start by welcoming you to our Criminal Justice master’s program. The courses in 
this program have been developed to provide students with a foundation in criminological 
theory, research, and emerging trends so you can apply evidence-based principles to 
leadership development, ethical decision-making, and organizational change. You may be 
the next generation of leaders in our criminal justice system, and we want to provide you 
with the knowledge and tools to evaluate existing practices while on your way to improving 
them via policy design or change leadership. 
 
Let’s get started by defining the title of this course: Criminology. It’s the scientific study of 
crime and criminals, at its most basic and broadest. But I want to emphasize the “scientific” 
part of that description. We’ll be sifting through many different theories of criminology in 
this course, but we will also be pointing out the level of empirical evidence provided for 
each. Stronger theories can be tested and replicated, and should be given greater weight 



 
 

when comparing them and applying them to the criminal justice system, 
policy, and research. 
 
Throughout this course, we examine the causes of crime using theory and interdisciplinary 
perspective. There is a lot of overlap between many of the theories and concepts 
discussed, so we’ll also be exploring how to categorize them and when they work in 
tandem, and when they don’t. 
 
Whether biological, psychological, sociological, developmental, or environmental, we will 
consider the different schools of thought on why people commit crime and why crime is 
committed—yes, those are two different approaches to the study of crime: focusing on why 
an individual breaks the law compared to what circumstances in society or that individual’s 
life may make them more likely to break the law. We’ll study classical theories that put 
crime causation firmly on the shoulders of the person who offends, and we’ll study 
deterministic theories, which search for crime causation in socioeconomic, environmental, 
and relationship influences. 
 
We also examine how the women’s movement of the 20th century pushed criminology to 
finally start examining how gender influences criminal behavior, as well as how expanding 
roles for women in the workplace connect with expanding opportunities to offend. 
 
This course will provide you with a strong framework for further advanced study in the 
criminal justice field, whether applied to policy or punishment. You’ll be able to identify the 
major tenets of criminological theories, evaluate their empirical support, and consider their 
implications for policy and sentencing in a criminal justice context. Whether you intend to 
practice law, police, or legislate, this course will provide you with a solid understanding of 
the centuries of theory that our own criminal justice system is based upon. 
 
My weekly introductions will serve as a preview of the content you will cover in your 
readings and assignments. My goal is to highlight the most important takeaways from the 
module, as well as connecting them to tangible examples before you begin the work. 
 
Let’s get started. 
 
 
 
 



 
 

CJ 500: Module 1 Script 

Introduction 
 
Once upon a time, there was a little girl named Goldilocks who went for a walk in the 
forest. When she came upon a house, she made the decision to enter after no one 
answered the door. Breaking and entering was her first crime. When she came upon three 
bowls of porridge and tasted each, she moved on to theft. We’re all probably familiar with 
this fairy tale, but let’s think about the factors that contributed to Goldilocks’ crime. Was 
she hungry because there was no food at home? Did she enter the house because there 
was a storm outside and she needed shelter? What we’re going to start with today, is 
asking why she did it rather than deciding her punishment.  
 
This module begins with a general understanding of criminological theory, and how it 
differs from criminal justice theory. Criminological theory focuses on why someone might 
commit a crime, while criminal justice theory centers on how the criminal justice system 
responds to that crime. So, for example, we’re looking at possible contributing factors to 
Goldilocks’ crimes, rather than the local authority’s response to it. 
 
We’ll also discuss various ways to classify the many different criminological theories that 
exist. For example, some theories are more oriented to presuming one has free will and 
chooses to commit crime, while others presume a more deterministic reason for 
committing crime. Finally, we’ll discuss the important connection between theory and 
policy. Theory matters if we want to better prevent and control crime. 
 
In this session, we’ll explore an organizational framework for criminological theories and 
how criminal justice professionals can apply those theories in the field.  

Key Concept 1: Criminological Theory 

 
The field of criminology is relatively new and did not receive recognition as an independent 
field of study until the 1960s. Criminological theory is the study of why people commit 
crime or—alternatively—why crime occurs. It compliments the field of criminal justice—
also called criminal justice theory—which focuses on the process by which we as a society 
deal with lawbreakers. At the most simplistic level, criminology looks at offenders and why 



 
 

they commit crime, and criminal justice looks at criminal justice officials, 
such as police officers, prosecutors, and judges, and how they respond to crime offenders.  
 
For criminologists, scientific theories are a means of explaining crime and criminality 
through statements about the relationships between independent variables, for example 
social, psychological, and biological conditions, and a dependent variable, such as 
criminality. Part of this scientific approach requires more than just making speculative 
statements about potential relationships, by requiring elements such as logical consistency, 
testability, empirical validity, and policy usefulness.  
 
At the broadest level, there are two major schools in criminology: the classical and the 
positivist. The classical school assumes that crime is a result of “choice.” That is, individuals 
evaluate the potential pain and pleasure of committing a crime, and engage in criminal 
activity when the pleasure outweighs the pain. The positivist school assumes that crime is a 
result of factors that are beyond an individual’s control such as biological predispositions, 
psychological deficiencies, and/or social structural pushes.  
 
To illustrate the positivist and classical schools, let’s return to Goldilocks. A classical 
criminologist would suggest that her actions are entirely her own choices—and it’s possible 
the bears would agree. She chose to break into the house in the forest. She chose to eat 
their food and sleep in their beds. And she made those choices based on her own pleasure 
seeking and the fact that nobody was around to stop her. It was a convenient crime with no 
witnesses—until she fell asleep in that bear bed and was caught. 
  
But a positivist criminologist might see things differently. She might ask about Goldilocks’ 
home life, her medical and mental history, her economic and social statuses. The positivist 
might suggest that Goldilocks’ criminal offending is informed by the fact that her mother 
died last year and her father was arrested by the king for breaking and entering. She might 
wonder if Goldilocks fell into crime because of a lack of housing and food, as well as 
parental absence. 
 
As this course unfolds, we’ll see different “classifications” of theories that ultimately fall 
under the classical or positivist schools, with the classical centered more on free will and 
the positivist focused on deterministic features.  

Key Concept 2: Theoretical Classifications in Criminology 

 



 
 

There are many theoretical classifications regarding crime theories. 
During this course, we’ll explore many of them in more detail, but for now, let’s look at 
some examples to help us start organizing the different schools of thought. For instance, 
criminologists hypothesize that there are certain biological, psychological, sociological, 
developmental, and environmental factors that can increase the odds of criminal 
offending. Each theoretical classification varies with regard to the underlying assumptions 
about why a person may engage in violating the law. For example, Clifford Shaw and Henry 
McKay’s social disorganization theory looks at how communities are organized and how 
people within communities interact, thus suggesting crime will be higher in areas with 
social disorganization and lower in areas with social organization. In other words, if the 
bears had more and friendlier neighbors, perhaps they might have stopped Goldilocks 
from breaking in. Edwin Sutherland’s theory of differential association indicates that 
criminal behavior is part of a learning process in interaction with others, particularly 
intimate others like family and friends, and predicts that those exposed to law-violating 
behavior on a regular basis will be more inclined to criminal offending. Sutherland might 
blame Goldilocks’ father for her downfall because he was imprisoned for breaking and 
entering. Biological theorists look to features such as neurotransmitters like serotonin, 
dopamine, and norepinephrine, to predict an association with crime. They might wonder if 
Goldilocks suffered from depression and made the choice to get into the bear’s bed due to 
a lack of serotonin. 
 
Conversely, psychological theorists predict that there is something about the process and 
content of one's thinking patterns that leads to crime. They might suggest that Goldilocks 
has disordered thinking that led her to make bad decisions. Control theorists have a very 
different focus than many other theorists by centering on techniques and strategies that 
regulate human behavior and lead to conformity, or obedience to society’s laws. The 
primary assumption is that humans are hedonistic, and therefore, criminal and deviant 
behavior should be the norm or expected. In other words, Goldilocks just wanted the 
immediate pleasure of shelter, food and rest, and that’s no surprise. As a result, the 
question is not why do people commit crime, but rather “why do people obey the law?”  
 
Beyond the many different theoretical directions that one may take, it is vitally important to 
assess theories within the context of empirically-based support. Otherwise, theories that 
lack an evidence base can persist and distract from those with empirical backing, which 
then stunts theoretical development and ultimately affects potential solutions or policy 
development. However Goldilocks is assessed, we must ensure it’s rooted in empirical 
study that can be replicated via observation or experimentation.  



 
 

Key Concept 3: Connecting Theory with Policy 
 
While criminological theory is crucial to understanding why someone might engage in 
criminal behavior, the theory by itself lacks substantive meaning if not connected with 
policy. In other words, understanding why a person resorts to crime can help policy makers 
come up with ways to not just punish the behavior but to hopefully avoid it in the first 
place.  
 
Let’s look at Big Brothers Big Sisters of America, a national youth-mentoring initiative. The 
basic premise of the organization is to expose youths to prosocial activities and behaviors. 
“Prosocial” meaning behavior that promotes social acceptance and friendship, as well as 
being positive and helpful. The idea is that getting kids to interact in healthy and productive 
ways, with trusted mentors and in safe environments, will decrease the chance of those 
kids falling into a life of crime. If Goldilocks had more guidance from a mentor or relative, 
perhaps she wouldn’t have broken the law. 
 
Although a number of different theories link to such a youth program, perhaps the most 
closely tied fit is with social learning theory and social control bond theory. Social learning 
theory suggests that people learn from one another by observation and imitation, so the 
youth program allows kids to model good behavior. In terms of social control theory, the 
primary assumption is that delinquent and criminal behavior results when an individual’s 
bonds to society are weak or broken. Such bonds come in the form of attachment, 
commitment, involvement, and belief. Attachment is the linkage one feels to society as a 
sense of belonging. Commitment is how invested one is in social activities and institutions. 
Involvement is the amount of structured time on socially approved activities. Finally, belief 
is the extent to which one buys into the moral validity of shared social values and norms.  
 
When viewed through this lens, it’s easy to see how theory and practice come together in a 
productive partnership, especially in relation to our Big Brothers Big Sisters example. As we 
progress through this course, you should continue to search for the links between theory 
and practice as a way of understanding how policy and strategy are rooted—or not—in 
evidence-based theory.  
 
In this week’s activities, you will identify the elements of criminological theory, describe 
theoretical explanations of criminality, and explain the utility of criminology theory.  



 
 

Reflection 
As you work through the material in this module, consider the following questions: 
 

1. What criminological orientation do you most relate to, and why? 
2. Do you identify more with a free will or deterministic ideology? 
3. Beyond Big Brothers Big Sisters, what other crime prevention or crime control 

programs can you connect back to one or more criminological theories? 
 

I look forward to joining you in the next module, when we’ll dig into macro-level theories of 
crime, such as social disorganization, collective efficacy, and strain theory. See you then. 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 

CJ 500: Module 2 Script 

Introduction 
 
“I’ll huff, and I’ll puff, and I’ll blow your house in,” said the wolf—allegedly. But what about 
the three little pigs who were being harassed by him? One built his home from straw, one 
built his home from wood, and it was only the one that built his home from brick who 
survived the wolf’s attacks. What if those pigs had tried a different approach? What if those 
pigs had instead built one strong home together? What if they had instituted a 
neighborhood watch with the help of their pig, horse, and goat neighbors? Did anyone ever 
question where the wolf lived? 
 
In this session, we begin by examining social disorganization theory, which suggests that 
the breakdown—or disorganization—of urban life has resulted in the basic institutions of 
family, friendships, and social groups becoming more impersonal and thus losing their 
informal social control capabilities. We’ll also explore how collective efficacy, which is the 
ability and willingness of community residents to exercise informal social control, has 
helped advance social disorganization theory.  
 
We’ll then explore anomie and strain theories, which consider the influence that a society’s 
structure might have on criminal behavior. At the heart of these theories lies the 
assumption that humans are inherently good, but that they resort to crime due to the 
strains they encounter in their life.   

Key Concept 1: Social Disorganization 
 
Social disorganization theory dates back to the early part of the 20th century and is most 
commonly associated with the work of Ernest Burgess, Shaw, and McKay in the City of 
Chicago. The definition most commonly associated with social disorganization is the 
inability of community structures to exert informal social control, which is a result of social 
structural factors such as the “invasion” of new groups, economics, citizen-out-migration, 
population density, and family disruption. The theory assumes that when economic and 
social capital is low and interactions and bonds between residents are weak or lacking, 
numerous forms of disorder, including criminal victimization, will increase.  
 



 
 

If the three little pigs lived in a poor area that was not well taken care of 
or policed, where a wolf would have plenty of time to blow a house down before police 
responded, we could argue that social disorganization plays a role in the crime rate of this 
piggy neighborhood. We can assume that there is no permitting process in this area since 
the pigs are building and rebuilding their homes at will. If the government is turning a blind 
eye, might crime blossom? If neighbors don’t coordinate and look out for each other, if 
there is no sense of community, then social disorganization may be a factor.  
 
Social disorganization focuses on geographic areas such as cities and neighborhoods, and 
the primary assumption is that place—as opposed to people—is the problem. That is, 
people “feed off” their environment and end up committing crime if proper controls are not 
in place. Crime will be higher in cities and neighborhoods when there is lack of social 
organization, in the form of informal social control, and lower in cities and neighborhoods 
where there is social organization, again in the form of informal social control. Informal 
social control might include things such as peer and community pressure, citizen patrol 
groups, and bystander intervention in crimes. 
 
Research by Burgess, Shaw, and McKay in Chicago showed that over time, rates of crime 
within areas remained relatively stable, regardless of which ethnic group lived there, 
suggesting that it’s the characteristics of an area—not the individuals living there—that 
influences crime. Moreover, their research also showed that crime rates were elevated in 
“zones of transition” and became progressively lower as one moved away from the inner 
city toward the outer zones or suburbs.  

Key Concept 2: Collective Efficacy and Crime Causation 
 
Similar to social disorganization, collective efficacy has its roots in research conducted in 
Chicago by scholars such as Robert Sampson, Byron Groves, Stephen Raudenbush, and 
Felton Earls. Social disorganization lost favor in the 1960s, with some scholars at the time 
even referring to it as a “dead” theory. Sampson, a criminologist, revived the theory in the 
1980s by reshaping it with an emphasis on how collective efficacy influences communities. 
Collective efficacy refers to the willingness of community residents both to exercise 
informal social control—for example, telling youths to quiet down—and to trust and help 
one another. An important component of collective efficacy is “concentrated disadvantage,” 
which can include a number of different factors such as poverty rates, unemployment, 
female-headed households, and residential transiency. The underlying presumption is that 
social disorganization and its accompanying weak social control emerges from an absence 



 
 

of strong systems of friendship, kinship, and associational ties among 
community members.  
 
When these factors overlap, crime is likely to flourish. Conversely, neighborhoods with 
strong systems of friendship, kinship, and associational ties among community members 
are more likely to have lower levels of crime because collective efficacy will be high.  
 
Today, social disorganization combined with collective efficacy is one of the most well-
regarded and tested theories in the field. For instance, there is mounting evidence that 
collective efficacy affects neighborhood crime not only in Chicago, but also in other cities, 
as well as various countries around the world including China and Sweden.  
 
For example, in the Swedish city of Malmö,1 one neighborhood, in particular, was 
considered a “no-go zone” or “vulnerable” by Swedish police standards—what American 
officers would call a “hot spot.” The area’s crime rate was higher, and street harassment 
and violence were so prevalent that the postal service had stopped delivering mail there. In 
response to this, a group of property owners formed an association in 2014, at the behest 
of the city council, with the goal of improving the condition of rental buildings in the 
neighborhood. This concept was part of the government’s new crime prevention plan, 
which emphasizes the value of police and other authorities working together. Locals found 
that this neighborhood, in addition to containing more crime, also contained some of the 
worst landlords in the city. Buildings were infested with cockroaches, had faulty wiring, and 
some apartments didn’t even have electricity. The neglectful landlords were mostly pushed 
out of the area, and the blighted buildings were cleaned up and new modern street art was 
added. The remaining landlords were asked to join the association and pledge to invest in 
housing in the area. Today, this neighborhood is transformed, and it happened because of 
collective efficacy. It’s interesting to consider the connection between what a place looks 
like and how that makes people behave. 
 
Nonetheless, it’s important to note that several studies have also failed to find a connection 
between collective efficacy and crime, so we need to be careful not to overstate the 
empirical support for the theory without further testing.  
 
Key Concept 3: Anomie/Strain Theory 
 
                                                
1 Löfgren, E. (2017, June 7). No-go zone? Here’s how one of Sweden’s roughest areas edged out its 
drug gangs. The Local. Retrieved from https://www.thelocal.se/20170607/heres-how-one-of-



 
 

Anomie and strain theory are distinct but related theories of crime 
advanced by scholars such as Robert Merton, Albert Cohen, Richard Cloward, and Lloyd 
Ohlin. Contemporary versions include Steven Messner and Richard Rosenfeld’s 
institutional-anomie theory and Robert Agnew’s general strain theory. Anomie focuses on 
seeking to explain why some societies have higher crime rates than others. Societies such 
as the United States, with a strong emphasis on monetary success but a weak emphasis on 
legitimate means for achieving such, will encounter higher crime rates than other countries 
because individuals will pursue any means necessary to achieve the “American Dream.”  
 
The main underlying assumption is that crime is a result of not providing individuals with 
the necessary means to achieve culturally desired goals. More specifically, Merton argues 
that American society has a mixture of cultural and social structures. The cultural structure 
consists of goals—what people are supposed to achieve, for instance, monetary success—
and norms, how people are to achieve the goals. The social structure provides people with 
the actual means to achieve cultural goals. In an ideally organized society, legitimate means 
would be available to all members to accomplish their goals. However, Merton argues this 
is not the case in American society.  
 
For example, our three pigs each wanted a home of their own. Unfortunately, two of the 
three built inferior homes that were easily blown down. Why was that? Did they not have 
access to bricks? Did they not have the knowledge to build a brick home? And why didn’t 
the third pig share that knowledge or access with his own brothers?  
 
Such inequality creates tension in the social system, and thus results in an "anomic" state, 
which is a breakdown of social norms and values, that could lead individuals to call into 
question the means and goals, and potentially commit crime. This leads us back to the 
wolf. Where was his home? Why did he want to blow down the pigs’ homes? Was it jealousy 
or just hunger? 
 
Finally, institutional-anomie supposes that when economic institutions become dominant 
within a society, non-economic institutions such as politics, the family, and educational 
system, will lose their social control power, and thus cannot control ones’ cultural 
“egotistic” ethos. Institutional-anomie may explain the odd behavior of our three pig 
brothers. Though they are family, that tie is weakened by the societal drive for home 
ownership. That competitive push may explain why the brothers didn’t work together and 
were so easily picked off by the wolf.  
 



 
 

In this week’s assignments, you’ll explain the connection between social 
disorganization and collective efficacy, describe how different characteristics of areas can 
affect crime control strategy changes, and assess the degree to which cross-national crime 
is affected by the interplay of deinstitutionalization, demoralization, and blocked 
opportunity. 

Reflection 

 
As you work through the materials in this module, consider the following questions: 
 

1. In your experience, how does location or place affect your perceptions of danger 
and safety? Are there locations in your city or town that are more prone to crime? If 
so, have you considered why? 

2. What might be some plausible policy solutions to increase collective efficacy within 
neighborhoods that lack it? 

3. To what extent do you believe the “American Dream” prompts criminality?   
 
I look forward to joining you in the next module when we’ll look at social learning and social 
control, and their impact on crime. See you then. 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 

CJ 500: Module 3 Script 

Introduction 
 
Let’s consider the tale of The Prince and the Pauper by Mark Twain. The pauper is a boy 
who lives with his abusive father in poverty, while the prince is the son of an English king. 
The two meet when palace guards physically assault the awestruck pauper who is staring 
at the palace. The prince sees this, and ashamed of the guard’s bad behavior, invites the 
pauper into the palace. The two are so similar in appearance that they are able to switch 
places—think of it as a Renaissance-era “Parent Trap.” The pauper gets to play at being 
prince, eating well, delivering rulings, and being cared for; and the prince must face 
parental abuse and the realities of poverty in his kingdom. 
 
In this session, we begin with theories that suggest people learn to be a criminal in much 
the same way they learn many other behaviors, including noncriminal behavior. For 
example, differential association theory assumes that criminal behavior is learned in 
interaction with others, especially family and friends. When exposed to an “excess” of 
interactions with criminal behavior, one is more likely to become a criminal.  
 
Using our example, differential association theory would suggest that our pauper gawked 
and loitered outside the palace because he learned that behavior from his alcoholic father 
and the other “poorly behaved” children and adults in his part of town. It would further 
suggest that the longer the pauper lives with his father, the more likely to commit crimes 
he will be. Meanwhile, the prince is less likely to commit crime as he is surrounded by 
educated, law-abiding—and law-creating—adults. 
 
By contrast, control theories begin with the premise of human nature—that people are 
naturally inclined to break the law rather than abide by it. As a result, we as humans need 
some sort of control placed on our natural inclination. Such control is best accomplished by 
creating bonds to the society. 
 
Control theorists would argue that both the prince and the pauper have the same default 
setting regarding crime: They want to break the law because it’s in their nature. However, a 
control theorist might say that the pauper is more likely to break the law because he 
doesn’t have the social controls that the prince has—in the form of regents, guards and 
other people who will check bad behavior. 



 
 

 
Let’s dig deeper into both the control and learning concepts now. 

Key Concept 1: Learning Theories 
 
Social learning theories promote the idea that criminal behavior is learned in the same way 
as noncriminal behavior. Sutherland’s theory of differential association is the main theory 
in this family and has had a tremendous influence on the field. One of Sutherland’s main 
areas of research was white-collar crime, which led him to question the assumption that 
crime is the result of some deficiency in the lower socio-economic class. Based on his 
research with white-collar criminals he posited that crime is a result of an “excess” of 
definitions that are favorable to law violation. In this context, “definitions” refers to motives, 
drives, rationalizations, attitudes and so forth, all of which are either favorable or 
unfavorable toward breaking the law. 
 
Ronald Akers further expanded differential association theory, indicating that people learn 
through differential association, definitions, differential reinforcement, and imitation. In 
other words, criminal behavior is learned through social interactions with other people, 
and the greatest effect on our behavior comes from those interactions that occur early in 
life, occupy more of our time, reoccur most often, and involve those with whom we have 
close or important relationships. Thus, someone who is exposed to deviant behavior, for 
example, via family members or close friends early in life, and continues to be exposed to 
them on a regular basis, will have an increased probability of engaging in criminal behavior. 
In a related vein, subcultural theories focus more on the learning process of “group” values 
that encourage or condone crime.  
 
For example, Elijah Anderson’s (1999) code of the street describes a subculture in which 
respect, toughness, and self-reliance are forms of social capital often prevalent in inner-city 
communities. At the heart of the code, there is an emphasis on an individual’s guardianship 
of respect at any cost. This code pressures African American youth in the inner city to 
respond to shows of disrespect with violence. Not all accept the underlying values; 
however, all young African American men residing in these areas feel the pressure of the 
code, according to Anderson, which increases the probability of engaging in violence and 
criminal behavior. 



 
 

Key Concept 2: Control Theories 
 
Control theories focus on techniques and strategies that regulate human behavior and lead 
to conformity, or obedience to society’s rules and laws. The primary assumption is that 
people are generally hedonistic by nature, and as a result, we should expect them to 
engage in deviant behavior without some sort of controlling mechanism. The question 
control theorists seek to answer is “why do people obey rules?” or alternatively “why do 
people not commit crime?”  
 
According to control theorists, people obey the rules because they care about the norms of 
society and expectations of others, and/or they have bonds they do not want to jeopardize. 
Social bond theory by Travis Hirschi is the main theory in the Control family. He 
hypothesizes that delinquent and criminal behavior results when an individual’s bonds to 
society, in the form of attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief, are weak or 
broken. Gresham Sykes and David Matza’s techniques of neutralization theory also fall 
within the framework of control theory. They suggest that people release themselves from 
the bonds imposed by society and commit crime by rationalizing their behavior through 
techniques of neutralization, which include denial of responsibility, denial of injury, denial 
of victim, condemnation of the condemners, and an appeal to higher loyalties.  
 
Finally, Hirschi and Michael Gottfredson’s general theory of crime postulates that deviant 
behaviors are the product of low self-control, or the ability to refrain from grabbing at 
short-term pleasure out of fear of long-term consequences. People with low self-control 
are impulsive, adventure seeking, self-centered, have minimal tolerance for frustration, and 
an inability to defer gratification. As a result, they tend to have unstable friendships, family 
life, and job histories, thereby increasing the probability of engaging in criminal behavior. 
 
In this week’s activities, you’ll compare the classical and positivist schools of thought, 
describe the “multi-factor” approach to crime causation, look at how genetic evaluation can 
prevent antisocial behavior, and assess which biopsychological mechanisms and 
moderators can reduce deviance.  

Reflection 
 
As you work through the materials in this module, consider the following questions: 

 



 
 

1. What experiences have you encountered in your life, from a 
“learning” perspective, that may have prompted you to engage in some sort of 
deviance? 

2. What experiences have you encountered in your life, from a “learning” perspective, 
that may have prompted you to engage in law-abiding behavior? 

3. Can you think of examples where you have engaged in techniques of neutralization 
to justify your behavior? If so, in what way? 
 

I look forward to joining you in the next module when we’ll drill down to individual-level 
theories of crime, which focus on the specific causes of crime such as biological, 
psychological, and biosocial theories. 
 
 
 

  



 
 

CJ 500: Module 4 Script 

Introduction 
 
In the 1800s, phrenology was on the cutting edge of neuroscience and criminology. 
Phrenology is the detailed study of the shape and size of the cranium, which was 
considered an indication of character and intelligence. You may have seen old phrenology 
charts that map out the “good” and “bad” parts of the brain. Phrenologists claimed they 
could measure traits such as secretiveness, cautiousness, and even parental love based on 
the shape of a person’s head. Today, we know that whether your head is big, little, bumpy, 
or smooth, it has no bearing on your propensity to commit crime. Instead, criminologists 
are tracing a number of biological, psychological, and biosocial theories of criminality.   
 
We’ll begin with biological theories, which are theories that center on the biological nature 
of one’s brain. For example, by theorizing how varying biological markers, chemicals, and 
neurotransmitters can affect criminal behavior. Next, we’ll turn to psychological theories, 
which look to one’s psychological makeup and personality traits to predict criminal 
offending. Finally, we’ll examine biosocial theories, which look at the role genetics and the 
environment play on behavior and human traits. Within the biosocial framework, the 
emphasis is placed on how the environment shapes biological risk factors. 

Key Concept 1: Biological Theories 

 
Biological theorists begin with the assumption that behavior is conditioned by the brain, 
and therefore all behavior has a biological basis. The earliest biological perspective, put 
forth by Cesare Lombroso in 1911, challenged the notion that criminals are rational actors 
who freely choose to commit crime. Rather, working as a physician, Lombroso examined 
both criminals and noncriminals and observed that certain traits—such as a large jaw, arm 
span, and overly wrinkled skin, similar to primitive cavemen or what he called “atavistic”—
were signs of being a “born criminal.”  
 
Lombroso’s work was revolutionary because it moved away from straight free will as crime 
causation, but it was also as medically misguided as our phrenologists. Fortunately, over 
the years, biological theories have come a long way, and it’s important to note that present-
day bio criminologists do not believe there is such a thing as a criminal gene. Rather, all 



 
 

else being equal, certain biological characteristics increase the probability 
of criminality. For example, studies have shown that neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, 
dopamine, and norepinephrine, are associated with crime, but not necessarily entirely 
predictive of such. Too little or too much of certain neurotransmitters can cause 
depression, substance abuse, and aggressive behavior, all of which can potentially lead to 
criminal behavior if untreated.  
 
Moreover, biological theories hypothesize that certain traits make some people more 
prone to criminality. These explanations seldom focus on crime specifically. Instead, they 
explain behaviors that are conducive to crime such as impulsivity, low self-control, and 
aggression. These traits are also related to hyperactivity—such as ADHD2—and low 
cognition—such as low IQ—which are correlated with criminality. Of course, while 
researchers may have found that these traits indicate a higher potential for criminal 
activity, that does not mean that everyone with these traits will offend. 

Key Concept 2: Psychological Theories 

 
Over the last century, psychological theories of crime have developed that can be traced 
back to the work of Sigmund Freud and his psychoanalytic perspective. At its core, 
psychological theories suppose that criminal behavior is linked to an offender’s personality 
as opposed to their biological traits or sociological environment. In other words, there is 
something about an individual’s psychological makeup that prompts a decision-making 
process that results in criminal offending.  
 
Personality refers to a conceptually broad term that describes the totality of an individual’s 
behavioral and emotional characteristics. From a criminological perspective, the belief is 
that personality traits differentiate those who engage in criminal behavior from those who 
do not. In a related manner, psychoanalytic theories propose that unconscious features of 
one’s personality cause criminal behavior. The commonality between all personality 
theories is the belief that there is something about the process and content of one’s 
thinking patterns that leads to crime. Hans Eysenck’s theory of crime personality, for 
instance, links various elements of psychoticism, extraversion, and neuroticism to criminal 
tendencies and offending.  
 

                                                
2 Fletcher, J., & Wolfe, B. (2009). Long-term consequences of childhood ADHD on criminal activities. 
Journal of Mental Health Policy and Economics, 12(30), 119-138. 



 
 

Avshalom Caspi and colleagues built on Eysenck’s work, assessing the role 
that three super-traits—constraint, negative emotionality, and positive emotionality—have 
on criminal offending. For example, someone who exhibits high levels of anger, anxiety, 
and irritability is associated with negative emotionality. When that negative emotionality is 
accompanied by weak constraint—difficulty regulating impulses—the situation is 
aggravated and deviance is more likely. Conversely, someone who exhibits low levels of 
anger, anxiety, and irritability is associated with positive emotionality. When positive 
emotionality is accompanied by strong constraint—the ability to check impulses—the 
situation is mitigated, and deviance is less likely. 
 
It’s important to note that negative traits are not a prison sentence. This approach can 
ideally be used to identify and modify problem behaviors so they don’t snowball into 
criminal behaviors. 

Key Concept 3: Biosocial Theories 
 
Biosocial theories can be broken down into a number of different classifications, but one 
way to get at the heart of the topic is to examine behavioral genetics and evolutionary 
psychology. Behavioral genetics examines the role genetics and the environment have on 
behavior and human traits. Studies in this area focus on biochemistry and 
neurophysiology. Evolutionary psychology examines the role of natural selection on 
behavior, which proposes that human behavior is generated by psychological adaptations 
that evolve to help individuals survive in their environment.  
 
Such theories no longer emphasize the simple dichotomy of nature versus nurture, but 
instead suggest it is nature via nurture. For instance, modern evolutionary theories of 
criminality are based on the assumption of reproductive advantage. Unlike the original 
works of Lombroso, these theories propose that criminality is a form of evolution, and that 
crime is a response to a reproductive disadvantage.  
 
Biosocial criminologists tend to view environmental influence in a different light compared 
to the traditional sociology meaning. Emphasis is placed on how the environment shapes 
biological risk factors. For example, stressful experiences can trigger higher levels of 
cortisol, and those who live in impoverished neighborhoods may have higher baseline 
levels of cortisol as a result. So, in the most simplistic form, biological predispositions 
interact with the social environment to produce crime. Further, biological predispositions 
might influence how individuals respond to their environment, which can, in turn, lead to 



 
 

criminality. Finally, individual traits may influence the social environment 
in ways that increase the likelihood of crime. For example, aggressive kids may evoke 
hostile responses from parents and teachers. 
 
In this week’s activities, you’ll further explore biological, psychological, and biosocial 
theories of crime and how they may be used to prevent or deter crime. You’ll also apply 
these concepts through a personality trait analysis. 

Reflection 

 
As you work through the materials in this module, consider the following questions: 
 

1. To what extent do you believe biological features influence criminal behavior? Why? 
Which markers are most influential according to prior studies? 

2. To what extent do you believe psychological features influence criminal behavior? 
Why? Which markers are most influential according to prior studies? 

3. How do biological, psychological, and biosocial theories “overlap” to offer greater 
clarity as to why someone may engage in criminal behavior? 
 

I’ll see you in the next module when we’ll examine the cutting edge of criminological theory: 
developmental theories. These theories propose that crime is a dynamic process that 
spans one’s life. See you then. 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 

CJ 500: Module 5 Script 

Introduction 
 
Let’s return to our example of Goldilocks. Earlier, we discussed whether certain factors may 
have influenced her decision to break into and steal at the bears’ house: Was she hungry? 
Was it raining? We’re now going to look at criminological theories that pull us from those 
micro factors to the macro: Goldilocks’ entire life and whether her criminal offending 
stopped in that forest, or if she went on to sleep in other people’s beds for the rest of her 
life. How did the course of her life develop, and what aspects led her to commit or not 
commit offenses? 
 
Developmental and life course theories represent some of the most innovative thought in 
criminology today. The basic premise of these theories is that one has to look at the 
evolving nature of life to fully account for why someone may engage in criminal offending, 
and, as importantly, why someone may stop committing crime.  
 
In this session, we’ll look at the life course theoretical perspective. We’ll also examine Terrie 
Moffitt’s pathway in the life course to crime theory, which identifies two groups of 
offenders: life course persistent offenders and adolescent limited offenders. Then we’ll 
look at Sampson and Laub’s theory of persistent offending and desistance, which focuses 
on how varying life events, like employment, marriage, and having kids, can affect criminal 
behavior.  

Key Concept 1: Developmental/Life Course Criminology 
 
Developmental and life course theories propose that human personality and behavioral 
patterns emerge through a developmental process that unfolds throughout the life course 
from birth onward. They focus on the emergence, stability, and change of criminal careers 
of individuals. There are three types of theories within this classification:  
 

● First, theories of continuity suggest that criminal propensity is continuous and 
stable throughout one’s life.  



 
 

● Second, theories of continuity or change assume that criminal 
behavior is continuous and stable in some individuals, but others fluctuate in and 
out of criminality.  

● Third, theories of continuity and change propose that an individual’s criminal 
career is dynamic, consisting of different turning points in one’s life that increase 
and decrease the probability of criminal offending. For example, getting a job 
generally will decrease the odds of criminal offending while losing a job will increase 
it.  

 
It’s important to note the overlap in this module with theories covered in other modules. 
For instance, last week we saw that Eleanor and Sheldon Glueck were the first scholars to 
recognize the importance of studying the life course. They examined a plethora of 
variables, ranging from home life factors to intelligence and biological traits, and found that 
a variety of genetic and environmental factors contributed to delinquency. This is an 
important lesson at this stage of the course: While theories fall into different classifications, 
you should understand that some theories have substantial overlap and build upon one 
another in varying ways.  
 
Another good example is Gottfredson and Hirschi’s general theory of crime, which we 
covered under control theories. Yet, it could also be classified as a life course or 
developmental theory, under the heading of a theory of continuity. More specifically, the 
authors suggest that once a trait emerges, or becomes part of someone’s personality, the 
individual cannot change this trait. The person carries the criminogenic trait across time 
and social contexts. For example, self-control is produced by parenting, and once 
established, it is set for life. Therefore, changes in the criminal careers of individuals are 
not due to changes in propensity, but to changes in the opportunity to engage in crime.  

Key Concept 2: Theories of Continuity or Change 

 
Moffitt’s pathway in the life course to crime is the foremost theory in this perspective. The 
theory suggests there are two different pathways to criminality, one marked with continuity 
and the other marked with change. More specifically, there are two main types of antisocial 
persons. The first consists of a small group of persons who engage in antisocial behavior at 
a high rate over much of their life. This group is referred to as “life course persistent 
offenders.”  
 



 
 

The second consists of a much larger group of persons who limit their 
antisocial behavior to the adolescent years. This group is referred to as “adolescent limited 
offenders.” Moffitt goes on to argue that those who exhibit persistent antisocial behavior 
suffer from biological traits that predispose them to antisocial behavior. For example, life 
course persistent offenders have neuropsychological deficits, such as poor emotional 
reactivity, self-regulation, motor coordination, impulse control, reasoning ability, and 
problem-solving capabilities, all of which increase the probability of criminal offending. The 
adolescent limited group, on the other hand, only engages in crime during their adolescent 
and young adult years. Those in this group engage in crime because they want to take on 
adult roles, but are largely prevented from doing so; or due to social learning and 
modeling. For example, they see their friends engage in deviance and they want to be part 
of the group, so they engage in similar behavior in an attempt to belong. Individuals in this 
group eventually age out of crime and can desist because they do not suffer from 
neuropsychological deficits. 

Key Concept 3: Theories of Continuity and Change 

 
In modern criminology, Robert Sampson and John Laub’s theory of persistent offending 
and desistance is the crown jewel in terms of fleshing out criminal offending, and—
importantly—desistance from offending, over one’s life course. The authors hypothesize 
there are turning points that can change the criminal career of a person; and as a result, 
there is both continuity and change in criminal offending during a person’s life course. They 
explicitly recognize that one’s life course is not static, but rather dynamic and open to 
change over time. This is a significant element of the theory. Thus, the criminal experience 
is a dynamic one, and various forms of social bonds—particularly those at work and with 
one’s family—change the trajectories of crime at different points in the life course. For 
example, during childhood, attachment to friends, parents, and school are influential, while 
in adulthood, bonds with a spouse and employment are relevant.  
 
Moreover, varying life events, or what Sampson and Laub call “turning points”—both bad 
and good—help explain why some may get into and out of a criminal lifestyle. For example, 
getting a job, getting married, and having a child, all reduce the odds of criminal offending 
for many individuals. Conversely, getting fired, getting divorced, and losing a child all 
increase the odds of criminal offending. Additionally, it’s important to recognize that social 
structure mediates, through varying opportunities provided in one’s geographic area of 
residence, the types of social bonds that persons develop through their lifetime that will 
exacerbate or attenuate the effects of different turning points. Finally, Peggy Giordano and 



 
 

colleagues elaborated on Sampson and Laub’s theory by incorporating 
the importance of individual motivation. In other words, they argue that individuals are not 
passive receivers of what “life throws at them,” and thus motivation affects whether one is 
more or less susceptible to negative turning points. 

Reflection 

 
As you work through the materials in this module, consider the following questions: 
 

1. To what extent do you believe criminal behavior is continuous and stable 
throughout one’s life, and why? 

2. How does Moffitt’s theory overlap with biosocial or psychological theories? 
3. Sampson and Laub are somewhat unique in not only suggesting why someone 

would engage in crime, but also what would prompt them to desist or stop 
committing crime. Do you believe more theorists should focus on desistance as 
opposed to onset? Why or why not? 
 

I look forward to joining you in the next module, when we’ll be examining deterrence and 
environmental theories of crime and how situational crime prevention is used as a crime 
control strategy. See you then.  
 
 
 

  



 
 

CJ 500: Module 6 Script 

Introduction 
 
Let’s revisit our fair-haired delinquent, Goldilocks. She was taking a walk through the forest 
when she came upon the bears’ house. She didn’t seek out the house, she stumbled on it. 
She alleges that she knocked on the door, but nobody answered, and when she tried the 
handle she found it was unlocked. Once in the house, she found three bowls of porridge 
sitting on the kitchen table. Regardless of your feelings about her behavior, what about the 
fact that these bears left food out in an unlocked, empty house? Shouldn’t they have used a 
bit of common sense and perhaps installed a security system or a lock at the very least? 
What could have been done to deter this crime? 
 
In this session, we discuss deterrence, rational choice, and routine activity theories, all of 
which have a great deal of overlap. There is a long tradition in criminology that stresses the 
importance of deterrence. This is related to the classical school and dates back to the 18th 
century when Cesare Beccaria published “An Essay on Crimes and Punishment.”  
 
Moreover, rational choice theory rests on the notion of deterrence theory arguing that 
criminal offenders make rational decisions based on the extent they expect the choice to 
maximize their profits or benefits, and to minimize the costs or losses. In other words, 
Goldilocks chose to eat that porridge because the benefits of food outweighed the danger 
of capture in that moment—particularly since there were no bears at home. And, on a 
related note, routine activities proposes that for a crime to occur, motivated offenders 
must converge with suitable targets in the absence of capable guardians. Goldilocks must 
come across the unguarded porridge in order to steal it. 

Key Concept 1: Deterrence Theory 

 
Deterrence theory starts with the assumption that individuals are rational and will commit 
crime whenever they feel it will benefit them. Deterrence theorists argue that it would be 
impossible to eradicate many of the causes of criminality—for instance, to wipe out 
poverty, inequality, and biological predispositions. As a result, what criminologists and 
practitioners should be concerned with are the most proximal—or readily available—
causes of crime in order to dissuade motivated offenders from the decision to offend. In 



 
 

other words, if you are concerned that someone may steal your cookies, 
hide the cookie jar. 
 
For deterrence theory, a key proposition is that individuals attempt to maximize their 
pleasure and minimize their pain; and as a result, will choose to engage in crime if they 
believe it’s to their advantage. Situational crime prevention, falling under the deterrence 
theory umbrella, is made up of opportunity-reducing measures directed at highly specific 
forms of crime. Approaches “might involve the management, design or manipulation of the 
immediate environment in as systematic and permanent way as possible; and make crime 
more difficult and risky, or less rewarding and excusable as judged by a wide range of 
offenders.”3 Now, that is a mouthful, so let’s consider an example that focuses on making a 
crime less rewarding for a potential offender. Think about your smartphone for a moment. 
Several technological features make it less desirable to steal your iPhone®. For instance, 
the phone can’t be used without knowing the six-digit passcode. And there is the tracking 
app that allows an iPhone to be located on a map by the user or authorities. These features 
decrease the odds of stealing. 

Key Concept 2: Rational Choice Theory 

 
Both rational choice and routine activity theories are sometimes referred to as theories of 
crime as opposed to theories of criminality. They move beyond simply asking why 
someone commits a crime, to asking why a crime occurs. Rational choice theory starts with 
the assumption that crime is calculated behavior designed to meet the offender’s 
commonplace needs for money, status, sex, or excitement. To meet these needs requires 
making decisions and choices, based on the “expected utility principle,” which states that 
people will make rational decisions based on the extent they expect the choice to maximize 
their profits or benefits, and minimize the costs or losses. Rational choice theorists do not 
fully dismiss macro, process, or trait theory assumptions, but rather acknowledge the 
existence of “bounded rationality,” which means that one should not assume people are 
perfectly or fully rational, and that rationality is constrained by the limits of time, ability, 
and the availability of relevant information. As such, rational choice theorists do not 
contend that the “rational” decision will appear “rational” to everyone, but that it only has 
to appear rational to the individual making the choice at that point in time. So, while one 
might argue that porridge is a questionable benefit when weighed against incarceration, at 

                                                
3 Clarke, R. V. (1997). Definition of situational prevention. In R. V. Clarke (Ed.), Situational crime 
prevention: Successful case studies (p. 4). Monsey, NY: Criminal Justice Press. 



 
 

the time Goldilocks made the decision to steal that porridge, it made 
sense to her because she was hungry and no one was around to stop her. 
 
In many ways, rational choice scholars seek to get down to the street level to offer practical 
or “common sense” solutions to crime prevention. They do not want to get overly focused 
on larger macro-level societal type influences that the criminal justice system has little 
control over—things like poverty, unemployment, homelessness, and parenting styles. 
Instead, they wish to focus efforts on what might be “doable,” so to speak, at the micro 
level. For example, rational choice theorists would suggest that the bears should lock their 
house and install a security system rather than attempt to eradicate child hunger. 

Key Concept 3: Routine Activity Theory 
 
Routine activity theory supposes that in order for any crime to occur, three elements must 
converge in time and space.  
 

● First, there must be a motivated offender. That is, a person who wants to commit a 
crime. That would be Goldilocks, for example. 

● Second, he or she must come into contact with a suitable target. That is, a person or 
a material object that the offender wants, and what makes the target suitable is the 
accessibility the offender has to it. Finding a house in the forest that contains food 
and beds, for example. 

● Third, there must be the lack of a capable guardian. That is, a person or object that 
can prevent the crime from occurring. In this case, finding an empty, unlocked 
house in the forest that contains food and beds. 

 
The spatial and temporal structure of routine activities plays an important role in 
determining the location, type, and quantity of illegal acts committed. In other words, the 
probability of a crime occurring is influenced by one’s routine activities.  
 
This includes one’s family, work, and leisure activities. Further, it’s important to note that 
even if someone wants to commit a particular crime and is motivated to do so, if the 
opportunity to carry out the actions is not present, the crime cannot occur. Technological 
advances are also important in the context of routine activities. A good contemporary 
example would involve “porch pirates,” people who steal packages left on porches. A 
motivated offender, such as a thief, may find an attractive target in the form of an 
Amazon® package on the front porch with no capable guardian because the homeowner is 



 
 

at work. Hence, the advent of home security products using surveillance 
cameras, such as Ring®, are designed to create a virtual capable guardian.  
 
In this week’s activities, you’ll explore crime deterrence theory and environmental 
criminology. 

Reflection 

 
As you work through the materials in this module, consider the following questions: 
 

1. Deterrence theory places a great deal on free will, but how might free will and 
“determinism” interact and increase or decrease the probability of criminal 
offending? 

2. An often-understated aspect of rational choice is bounded rationality. What types of 
crimes might bounded rationality play a greater role in, and why? 

3. In what ways might your personal routine activities affect the likelihood of you 
becoming a victim? 
 

I look forward to joining you in the next module, which is our last. We’ll be looking at 
feminist theories of crime, which aim to re-examine criminology from a less male-centered 
perspective and explore how women fare in the criminal justice system. See you then. 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 

CJ 500: Module 7 Script 

Introduction 
 
For centuries, female criminals or accused criminals have been rarities that attract great 
attention. Consider Lizzie Borden, a woman accused—and acquitted—of murdering her 
father and stepmother with an axe in 1892. The murders remain unsolved, but many have 
theorized reasons for Borden’s alleged crime over the years, many of which have gendered 
implications. For instance, there are rumors that Borden was sexually abused by her father. 
There is evidence that she was financially beholden to her father, who was wealthy but so 
frugal that he refused to install indoor plumbing, a common feature in wealthy homes at 
the time. 
 
We’ll probably never know exactly what happened or why, but Borden stands out, even 
more than a century later, because of her gender and the crime she was accused of. In this 
session, we begin with an overview of feminist theory. Perhaps not surprisingly, given the 
male dominance of scholars prior to the 1970s and disproportionate rates of offending by 
males compared to females, little attention was given to female crime for centuries. With 
the women’s movement gaining momentum in the middle of the 20th century, and 
changing home and workplace roles, feminist criminologists began to theorize about 
female criminality.  

Key Concept 1: Feminist Theory 

 
Criminology has historically been a male-dominated discipline, and much of the early 
theorists and scholars examined male deviance and law-breaking almost exclusively. In 
many ways, this made a great deal of sense given such disproportionality in criminal 
offending by gender. Yet, it’s important to recognize that, prior to the 1970s, nearly all the 
scholars in this area were men, and the limited inquiry on female criminality that was done 
could easily be considered sexist because it was often framed in the context of women 
acting out of character for being “un-female” or “unnatural.”  
 
Beginning in the 1970s, the women’s movement and feminist criminologists brought 
gender relations center stage in an attempt to better understand human behavior, 
including crime, with a special focus on how crime is related to gender-based inequality 



 
 

between men and women. In other words, gender was not viewed as 
another variable added to a multivariate empirical analysis, which is how previous 
“traditional” theorists generally viewed the issue. Feminist theorists began posing several 
specific research questions, such as: How can we explain female crime? How can we 
explain the gender gap in crime, as well as changes in the gender gap over time? How does 
gender intersect with race, ethnicity, and class in relation to crime? Over the last few 
decades, there has been somewhat of a shift or split within feminist criminology, with some 
scholars focusing more on sex-role socialization and inequality, and others taking a more 
critical or radical viewpoint by focusing on structural inequality in the power dynamic 
between men and women.  
 
For sex-role socialization, research focuses on the social construction of sex roles—or 
gender roles. This approach aims to explain differences in offending behavior via the 
differences in how boys and girls are conditioned by society to act. It’s largely out of favor 
now because there has been a tendency to confuse gender socialization with biological 
causation. This creates an unsupported link between female crime and biological 
determinism—meaning researchers didn’t include the context of why and how women are 
socialized, and instead relied on their sex as an answer.  
 
The second perspective has come to be the more dominant viewpoint within contemporary 
inquiries. Research centered around structural inequality between men and women looks 
at how society’s structure is systematically designed to give lower status to women than 
men in terms of rights, decisions, roles, and opportunities, and how this informs criminal 
behavior in women. For example, prostitution is illegal, yet female prostitutes are more 
often arrested for this crime than their male customers. Some would suggest that this is 
because women’s sexuality is considered taboo, but men’s sexuality is expected—”boys will 
be boys.” And, the fact that we think of prostitution as being more about sex than 
employment is a result of structural inequality because while the female prostitute is 
engaging in sex for money, the male customer is there for the sex (Lucas, 1995, p. 48).4 
Society interprets the male viewpoint as better. 

Key Concept 2: Liberation 
 

                                                
4 Lucas, A. M. (1995). Race, class, gender, and deviancy: The criminalization of prostitution. Berkeley 
Journal of Gender, Law & Justice, (10)1, 47-60.  



 
 

Freda Adler’s liberation thesis, laid out in Sisters in Crime: The Rise of the 
New Female Criminal, noted that by the 1970s women were not only engaging in more 
crime, but were also engaging in traditionally male offenses. She linked an increase in 
female criminality to the transformation of gender roles occurring in society at the time. As 
part of the broader women’s movement, women were now increasingly moving from 
homemaking roles to jobs outside the home. Just as women demanded greater equal 
opportunity within the legitimate world, the same was occurring within the illegitimate 
crime world. The result, Adler predicted, would be a continued rise in female criminality.  
 
Empirically, Adler’s predictions did not fully unfold as proposed. For instance, while female 
arrests have increased over the years, they still account for a small fraction of overall crime, 
and are mostly for non-violent offenses. Second, Adler predicted that greater labor market 
participation and equality would foster criminality, as it did for men, yet studies have 
shown that women who have not achieved equality—for instance, those at the lower end 
of the labor market—are actually more likely to engage in criminal offending. Overall, while 
Adler’s liberation thesis has been tremendously influential, both at the time of origination 
as well as today, there are limitations to the theory that feminist criminologists have 
pointed out over the years. In particular, they highlight that the liberation thesis failed to 
get at the core of the problem: the issue of patriarchy and a system of male dominance. As 
such, they argue that we must move beyond the discussion of liberation to illuminate how 
power affects crime and victimization of women. 

Key Concept 3: Masculinities  

 
In the early 1990s, James Messerschmidt challenged both traditional and feminist 
criminological theories of criminal conduct in his book Masculinities and Crime. He noted 
that while traditional theories are male-centered, they fail to examine how “being male” is 
related to crime. More specifically, he argued that although men may have greater strains, 
lack controls, and interact with peers in different ways, prior theorists do not specify how 
gender affects their criminal offending behavior.  
 
He further argued that feminist theorists may have put a spotlight on gender, but their 
approach and view was as biased as the earlier male theorists they were criticizing; their 
approach was also stereotypical and one-dimensional. Messerschmidt proposed that 
criminality and masculinity are intertwined, arguing that in social situations men are 
constantly confronted with the task of establishing their manliness. Hence, when legitimate 



 
 

means of demonstrating masculinity are denied, crime becomes a 
resource for accomplishing the task, and criminal behavior is thus best seen as a way of 
“doing gender.”  
 
Messerschmidt also argues that males behave within the context of hegemonic 
masculinity, which is defined as a cultural practice that promotes and rewards powerful 
men in society and justifies the subordination of less powerful men and women, through 
means such as the dominance of women, heterosexuality, and independence. Work by 
Jody Miller also advances a form of masculinity that looks beyond the behavior of boys and 
men. In her book on female gangs, One of the Guys (2001), she suggests that females 
adopt a more masculine persona and identify as “one of the guys” in order to be 
recognized and belong. In other work, she argues that neighborhood structural 
disadvantage, within inner cities especially, leads to ecologically structured norms 
supportive of violence. Such masculinity and respect align with the mistreatment, and/or 
victimization, of women that establishes credibility among males. 
 
In this week’s activities, you’ll further examine liberation theory, and masculinities and 
gendering in crime.  

Reflection 

 
As you work through the materials in this module, consider the following questions: 
 

1. To what extent have you previously thought about differences in male and female 
offending, and how does this week’s reading intersect with your a priori thoughts? 

2. Freda Adler is widely considered to be a pioneer in relation to early feminist theory, 
yet her work has faced criticism over the years. To what extent is the criticism valid, 
and to what extent is such criticism perhaps overdone? 

3. In your personal or professional experience, have you witnessed someone “doing 
gender”? If so, in what way? 
 

This is the final module, and I want to thank you for joining me in this course. We’ve studied 
a number of criminological theories about why crime happens and why people commit 
crimes. You should now have a deeper understanding of these theories, as well as a 
framework for organizing their different perspectives. Whether crime is a cause of 
biological, psychological, sociological, environmental, or deterministic influences, your 



 
 

ability to identify and formulate responses or policy based on these 
concepts will serve you well moving forward.  
 
 
 
 


