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Dr Jaya Pinikahana
Human society is basically ill. It suffers from a range of ailments such as
homicide, suicide, thefts, rapes, vandalism, fraud, drug smuggling, delinquency,
gang warfare and now terrorism. The
definition of crime is fairly clear. It is generally accepted that a crime is an act
which breaks the criminal law. However,
the criminal law is not fixed or static, it
varies over time, from area to area and
from country to country. Therefore, the
actions that are defined as criminal may
vary with different social settings in different societies in different periods of
time. In that sense, crime is not a
absolute concept, it is a relative concept.
Crime should be defined in relation to
particular criminal law in a particular
society at a particular time. Crime can be
followed by punishment along the line of
criminal proceedings. These laws and
punishments are always liable to
change. We can easily think of some
acts which are crimes in Australia but not
in other countries. Bigamy, for example
is a crime in Australia yet it is normal
practice in some African countries.
Homosexuality is not a crime in western
societies but it can be a punishable act
in some tribal societies. Similarly, alcohol
drinking is accepted and legal in some
countries yet illegal and severely punished in some Moslem countries. Even
within the same country, there may have
some variations in different states
(provinces) in what they define as criminal. In certain states of USA, the possession of small quantities of marijuana is
not a criminal offence. Crime, then has
to be seen as a social phenomenon
which reflects what particular societies
and governments, at particular time
include within their criminal laws and
practices.
Why do people commit these crimes?
Most people have their own notions or
theories as to why people commit
crimes. Genetic defects, lack of discipline at home, poverty, association with
criminal elements (wrong sort) have all
been proposed as causes of criminality.
Such notions or theories may all contain
some elements of truth but they are not
complete explanations of criminality by
any means. It primarily depends on the
person, the crime, the circumstance, and
the environment. For instance, a driving
in excess of a posted speed limit is a
crime but it is not a crime in an area
where there is no posted speed limit.
One may do this knowing that speeding
is a punishable offence disregarding the
law which is a crime and another may be
rushing him sick child to a hospital to
save his life which would not be a punishable offence because of the lack of
criminal intent. Another person may be
driving over the speed limit without noticing it which is called criminal negligence.
The criminal negligence led to a criminal
activity which can be punishable.
At some time or another, we all end up
committing a crime. Now, why do some
people intentionally commit crime?
Social environment, to some extent
forces some people to commit crimes.
They might involve in a robbery to feed
their family when all other avenues
known to them have failed. Some commit crime for emotional reasons and for
some, it is a way of life. Those who commit crime as a way of life continue to do
so because they have made a conscious
decision to make being a criminal their
lifestyle. For many this decision might
have been made in their pre-teen or
early teen years. Drug addition may
cause a crime to feed their habit. For
some criminality is a normal life style that
they have been raised in all their life. In
a gang, they commit crime to fit in with
the group they have chosen to associate
themselves with. Some commit crime

because they have allowed their emotions to take charge of their actions.
Many who commit crime either have not
thought of the consequences of their
actions or think that they can easily get
away with it. Usually they begin with a
small offence and if no punishment is
given or the culprit is not caught up, they
commit a bigger crime. For them, crime
can become a habit or a way of life.
No single factor or variable has been
associated with criminality but sociologists, more specifically criminologists
have identified some major factors that
are associated with criminal behaviour.
(a) environment; this includes inadequate security arrangements around the
property, absence of apprehension and
punishment, poverty, mentality that
everyone commit some type of crime (b)
stress; stress is every where in modern

society. No one has enough money, no
one has enough time, no one has
enough cars, no one has enough girl
friends! Parents, family, job or peer
group can be a source of stress which
may lead to a crime. (c) personality
characteristics; people with a high need,
people with negative evaluations may
commit crime more often. Statistically
speaking, males commit crime than

Biological explanations of
criminality are based on
the notion that some individuals are predisposed to
criminal behaviour
because of their genetic
females. (d) criminal intelligence; most
research indicate a negative correlation
between intelligence(IQ) and criminal
behaviour, that is the lower the IQ, the
greater the likelihood of involving in a
crime. (e) lack of understanding and
consensus; the more that people see a
particular crime is occurring, the less
likely that they see it as a crime, (f)
moral judgment; people who think rationally with high level of moral reasoning
are less likely to commit crime because
the criminal act can not be justified on
rational moral grounds for them.
Biological explanations of criminality are
based on the notion that some individuals are predisposed to criminal behaviour because of their genetic make-up.
They are 'born criminals' according to
Cesare Lombros who wrote a book titled
L'Uomo Delinguente. Lombros said that
criminal can be recognized by a variety
of physical characteristics, in particular
facial characteristics - for example large
jaws and ears, and high cheek bones.
This nineteenth century explanation has
been widely criticised and rejected by
sociologists citing that his explanation

was based on people in prison in
Italy. With regard to the links between
criminal behaviour and inherited characteristics, there have been a number
of theoretical explanations suggesting
an association between criminality
and particular personality characteristics. A link has been established
between characteristics such as
extroversion and criminal behaviour.
When prisoners were tested for extroversion, more extroverts were found
in prison population than in the general population. Hans Eysenck
argues that extroverts take longer to
learn the rules of society, they are
more likely to break them, and thus
more likely to become convicted criminals.
Many psychological theories refer to
faulty parent-child relationships, such

as abnormal experiences in early
childhood having lasting effect and
influence on personality. Some studies show that too strict or too lax parenting increases the risk of criminality
further down the track. It is not
uncommon to see that if a young
child is deprived of close parental
relationship, 'problem behaviour' may
become common. Parents can be a
good or bad influence and example
for their children. However, the majority of offenders do not come from broken homes or disturbed families and
there is no direct link between parentchild relations and crime or delinquency. In a way, poor parenting may
be a result of social disadvantage
such as poverty, overcrowding and
poor housing. After all, there may
have an association between these
conditions and criminal behaviour.
Criminal is a particular type of person, apart from the rest of society
and with a special predisposition
toward criminal behaviour. While
there are predispositions toward criminal behaviour and clearly certain
characteristics are inherited, most
sociologists reject these biological
theories which lack convincing supporting evidence. Although some
criminals suffer from mental disorders, the vast majority do not suffer
from any psychiatric illness.
Furthermore, if criminals are abnormal, a large proportion of the population must also be abnormal. Studies
have shown that a high percentage of
the population have committed criminal offences but they are not different
or abnormal compared to general
population. So crime is a complex
psychological and sociological behaviour which needs a multi-factorial
explanation.
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