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Abstract 

Criminological theories, predominantly developed in Western Contexts, often fail to fully capture the 
complexities of the crime patterns in the developing countries. This research paper undertakes a 
comparative study to analyse the applicability of key criminological theories such as strain theory, 
Social Disorganisation theory and Routine Activity Theory within socio-economic, cultural, and 
political landscapes of developing countries. By examining crime patterns in selected case studies 
from the Global South, this study identifies unique factors influencing criminal behaviour, including 
political instability, economic disparities, rapid urbanization, and diverse cultural norms. The findings 
reveal significant limitations in the current application of these theories, highlighting the need for their 
adaptation to account for context-specific realities. The paper argues for a more nuanced approach 
to criminological research that integrates local knowledge and addresses the distinctive challenges 
faced by developing countries. Based on the comparative analysis, the study provides policy 
recommendations for more effective, context-sensitive crime prevention and intervention strategies. 
The research contributes to the field by expanding the theoretical framework of criminology to be 
more inclusive and globally relevant, offering insights for future studies and practical applications in 
criminal justice policy-making. 

 

A. Introduction 
Crime is inevitable in any human society. Emile 
Durkeim explained that “There is no society that 
is not confronted with the problem of 
criminality.”  Even a society composed of people 
possessing angelic qualities would not be free 
from violations of the norms of that society with 
the result that faults appear venial to the 
layman will create there the same scandal that 
the ordinary offence does in ordinary 
consciousness.1 Criminological theories have 
long provided a foundation for understanding 
crime, criminal behaviour, and the functioning 
of the criminal justice system. However, most of 
these theories have been developed and tested 
primarily in Western contexts, where socio-
economic, cultural, and political environments 
differ significantly from those in developing 
countries. As a result, there is a growing need to 

                                                           
1 Emile Durkeim, Rules of  Sociological Method (1950) 

critically examine how these theories apply—or 
fail to apply—to crime patterns in the Global 
South. This research aims to bridge this gap by 
analysing key criminological theories, such as 
Strain Theory, Social Disorganization Theory, and 
Routine Activity Theory, in the context of 
developing countries. It explores how factors 
such as political instability, economic disparity, 
rapid urbanization, and cultural norms shape 
crime and its control in these regions. By 
offering a comparative study across several 
developing countries, the paper seeks to 
provide a more inclusive understanding of 
criminological theory and its relevance to 
diverse global contexts. The findings of this 
research will contribute to formulating more 
effective, context-specific crime prevention and 
intervention policies that are tailored to the 
unique challenges faced by developing nations. 
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B. Literature Review  
The literature review critically examines the 
existing criminological theories and their 
application within the context of developing 
countries. This section highlights the core 
assumptions of widely recognized theories like 
Strain Theory, Social Disorganization Theory, and 
Routine Activity Theory, and discusses the 
challenges and limitations when these theories 
are applied outside of Western contexts. It 
further identifies gaps in research, 
demonstrating the need for an expanded 
theoretical framework that is relevant to the 
socio-economic, cultural, and political 
conditions of developing nations.  

I. Strain Theory  
Strain Theory posits that crime results from the 
inability of individuals to achieve socially valued 
goals through legitimate means, leading to 
strain and subsequent criminal behaviour. 
Developed by Robert K. Merton in the 1930s, 
Strain Theory suggests that individuals in lower 
socio-economic strata are more likely to 
experience strain and resort to crime due to 
limited access to resources (Merton, 1938). 
While the theory has been widely applied in 
Western contexts, its application in developing 
countries often overlooks the complex socio-
political environments that exacerbate 
economic disparities, such as corruption, 
political instability, and lack of social mobility2 

II. Social Disorganisation Theory  

Social Disorganization Theory argues that crime 
is more prevalent in communities with weak 
social institutions, low social cohesion, and high 
residential mobility. It emphasizes that urban 
environments with a lack of social control foster 
criminal behaviour. However, its applicability in 
developing countries is complicated by factors 
such as rapid urbanization, informal 
settlements, and varying degrees of law 
enforcement efficacy3. Unlike Western cities 
where community structures are more defined, 

                                                           
2 Agnew, R. (1992). Foundation for a General Strain Theory of Crime and 
Delinquency. Criminology, 30(1), 47-87. 
3 Kubrin, C. E., & Weitzer, R. (2003). New Directions in Social Disorganization 
Theory. Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 40(4), 374-402. 

cities in developing countries may experience 
disorganized growth and uneven resource 
distribution, challenging the universality of this 
theory 4. 

III. Routine Activity Theory  

Routine Activity Theory focuses on the 
convergence of a motivated offender, a suitable 
target, and the absence of capable guardians 
as the primary elements that lead to crime 
(Cohen & Felson, 1979). While this theory has 
been effective in explaining certain types of 
crime in stable, Western societies, its 
assumptions about "routine activities" often do 
not align with the realities of developing nations, 
where daily life and activities are heavily 
influenced by socio-economic instability, 
cultural norms, and political violence (Felson & 
Eckert, 2016) 

C. Application of Criminological Theories 
in Developing Countries 

The applicability of these criminological 
theories in developing countries is often 
questioned due to unique socio-political and 
economic dynamics. For instance, in many 
developing countries, the relationship between 
poverty and crime is more deeply entrenched 
due to systemic corruption and uneven 
economic development Merton's Strain Theory, 
while helpful in understanding the strain 
experienced due to economic disparity, may 
need adaptation to include factors such as 
state failure, ethnic conflict, and colonial 
legacies that uniquely affect social structures in 
these regions5. 

Social Disorganization Theory also requires 
modification when applied to developing 
nations. Studies show that in some African and 
South Asian urban contexts, even socially 
cohesive communities may experience high 
crime rates due to external pressures such as 
inadequate policing, economic deprivation, and 

                                                           
4 Sampson, R. J., & Groves, W. B. (1989). Community Structure and Crime: 
Testing Social-Disorganization Theory. American Journal of Sociology, 94(4), 774-
802. 
5 Demombynes, G., & Özler, B. (2005). Crime and Local Inequality in South 
Africa. Journal of Development Economics, 76(2), 265-292. 
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political unrest6. These factors challenge the 
assumption that only weak social structures 
result in higher crime rates, pointing to the need 
for a more nuanced understanding of social 
disorganization in non-Western settings. 

Routine Activity Theory’s focus on the 
convergence of offenders and victims in the 
absence of capable guardians needs to 
consider variations in what constitutes "routine" 
in unstable or transitional societies 7. For 
example, in post-conflict settings or regions 
experiencing political turmoil, routine activities 
may be highly irregular, influenced by curfews, 
conflict, and displacement8. Thus, the 
applicability of Routine Activity Theory must be 
contextualized to account for these diverse 
environments. 

D. The Applicability of Criminological 
Theories in the Indian Context  

India, as a developing country with vast socio-
economic diversity, presents unique challenges 
and opportunities for the application of 
criminological theories. The country’s complex 
social structure, historical context, and 
economic inequalities necessitate a nuanced 
understanding of crime that considers local 
realities. This section explores how major 
criminological theories Strain Theory, Social 
Disorganization Theory, and Routine Activity 
Theory—apply within the Indian context and 
discusses the modifications needed for these 
theories to be relevant in understanding crime 
patterns in India. 

Strain Theory in India 

Strain Theory suggests that societal pressure to 
achieve economic success can lead to criminal 
behaviour when legitimate means are 
unavailable or blocked (Merton, 1938). In the 
Indian context, this theory is particularly 
relevant when examining economic disparities, 
caste-based discrimination, and 

                                                           
6 Mkandawire, T. (2001). Social Policy in a Development Context. Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
7 Ellis, L., Beaver, K. M., & Wright, J. P. (2017). Handbook of Crime Correlates. 
Academic Press. 
8 Akers, R. L., & Sellers, C. S. (2013). Criminological Theories: Introduction, 
Evaluation, and Application. Oxford University Press. 

unemployment, which can act as sources of 
strain for marginalized communities. Research 
indicates that economic inequality and lack of 
access to education and employment 
opportunities among lower castes and minority 
groups contribute to a higher propensity for 
crime 9. 

The phenomenon of "aspirational crime," where 
individuals engage in criminal activities to 
achieve socio-economic status or wealth that is 
otherwise inaccessible, is also prevalent in India. 
For instance, studies show that young 
individuals from economically deprived 
backgrounds in urban areas are increasingly 
involved in white-collar crimes such as fraud 
and cybercrime, driven by the pressure to attain 
a lifestyle showcased in popular media10. This 
suggests that while Strain Theory provides a 
useful framework for understanding crime in 
India, it must be expanded to incorporate local 
factors like caste dynamics, regional disparities, 
and media influence. 

Social Disorganization Theory in India 

Social Disorganization Theory posits that crime 
is more likely to occur in communities where 
social institutions such as family, schools, and 
local governance are weak or ineffective. In 
India, rapid urbanization, migration, and the 
growth of informal settlements (slums) have 
created environments where traditional social 
structures are disrupted. Studies on crime in 
Indian cities like Mumbai and Delhi reveal that 
slum areas with high population density, 
poverty, and lack of basic services are hotspots 
for criminal activities, including theft, drug 
trafficking, and gang violence11. 

However, applying Social Disorganization Theory 
in India requires recognizing that social 
cohesion in these urban poor communities can 
still be strong, despite economic hardships. For 
example, many slum areas have active 

                                                           
9 Kumar, A. (2018). Economic Inequality and Crime in India: A Case Study of Uttar 
Pradesh. Indian Journal of Criminology, 46(1), 56-74. 
10 Sharma, V. (2020). Aspirational Crime in India: The Rise of White-Collar 
Criminals. Journal of Financial Crime, 27(1), 101-115. 
11 Verma, A. (2015). Crime Mapping and Spatial Analysis of Urban Crime Patterns 
in India. International Journal of Criminal Justice Sciences, 10(2), 177-192. 
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community organizations and local leaders who 
work to prevent crime and mediate conflicts 12. 
The effectiveness of these grassroots efforts 
challenges the assumption that high crime 
rates are solely due to social disorganization, 
suggesting that the theory should be adapted 
to account for the resilience and informal social 
control mechanisms in Indian urban settings13. 

Furthermore, the role of local political dynamics 
and police-community relations plays a 
significant part in shaping crime patterns in 
Indian neighbourhoods. Studies have shown 
that in many urban areas, especially those 
dominated by informal settlements, a lack of 
trust between the police and the local 
population often results in underreporting of 
crimes and the proliferation of informal justice 
systems14. This indicates the need for Social 
Disorganization Theory to be adapted to the 
Indian context by incorporating elements of 
local governance, informal networks, and the 
complexities of state-citizen relations. 

Routine Activity Theory in India 

Routine Activity Theory suggests that crime 
occurs when three elements converge: a 
motivated offender, a suitable target, and the 
absence of capable.  In India, this theory is 
useful for understanding certain types of 
crimes, such as street theft, sexual harassment 
(commonly referred to as "eve-teasing"), and 
robbery, which often occur in public spaces. The 
rapid expansion of urban areas, coupled with 
inadequate policing and surveillance, has 
made public spaces vulnerable to crime, 
particularly against women and marginalized 
groups  

However, the applicability of Routine Activity 
Theory in India is complicated by the country’s 
socio-cultural context. For example, the notion 
of "capable guardianship" can vary widely, as 
communities often rely on informal networks 

                                                           
12 Banerjee, S. (2021). Community Policing and Crime Prevention in Indian Slums. 
Journal of Urban Affairs, 43(2), 276-293. 
13 Desai, S., & Joshi, O. (2017). Informal Social Control in Indian Urban Slums: A 
Study of Mumbai. Urban Studies, 54(10), 2323-2341. 
14 Singh, P. (2019). Policing and Public Trust: The Indian Experience. Policing and 
Society, 29(3), 361-377. 

neighbourhood watches, or local vigilante 
groups for protection rather than formal law 
enforcement15. Moreover, gender dynamics 
significantly impact crime patterns in public 
spaces, with studies showing that cultural 
norms around women’s mobility and clothing 
are often cited as factors contributing to 
victimization, rather than focusing on the 
absence of formal guardianship16. 

To make Routine Activity Theory more relevant 
to the Indian context, it must consider these 
socio-cultural factors and the role of informal 
social controls. For example, community-driven 
initiatives like women’s self-defence training 
programs, neighbourhood safety audits, and 
youth engagement activities have shown 
promise in reducing crimes in urban areas by 
increasing capable guardianship and altering 
the routines of potential offenders17. Additionally, 
recognizing the intersectionality of caste, class, 
and gender in shaping vulnerabilities can 
provide a more nuanced understanding of how 
and why certain groups are more likely to be 
targeted. 

Need for Context-Specific Criminological 
Approaches in India 

While traditional criminological theories provide 
a foundation for understanding crime in India, 
they need significant adaptation to capture the 
country’s unique socio-economic and cultural 
landscape. The intersection of caste, class, 
religion, and regional disparities plays a 
significant role in shaping crime patterns and 
requires a more localized approach to crime 
prevention and intervention strategies. 
Emerging research in Indian criminology is 
increasingly calling for an integrated framework 
that combines elements of Strain Theory, Social 
Disorganization Theory, and Routine Activity 

                                                           
15 Chakraborty, A. (2020). The Role of Vigilante Groups in Crime Control in India. 
Crime, Law and Social Change, 74(4), 495-510. 
16 Sen, S. (2018). Gender, Space, and Crime: The Case of Delhi. Gender, 
Technology and Development, 22(3), 305-322. 
17 Rajagopalan, S. (2017). Women’s Safety Initiatives in Indian Cities: A Critical 
Review. Gender, Place & Culture, 24(12), 1728-1744. 
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Theory with insights from post-colonial theory 
and critical criminology 18.  

Such an approach would consider the historical 
legacies of colonialism, the persistence of 
caste-based inequalities, the impact of 
neoliberal economic policies, and the informal 
mechanisms of social control prevalent in 
Indian society. By expanding criminological 
frameworks to include these elements, 
policymakers and practitioners can develop 
more effective, culturally relevant strategies for 
crime prevention and social justice in India. 

E.  Gaps in Research and Need for 
Context-Specific Criminological 
Frameworks 

While existing criminological theories provide a 
foundation for understanding crime, their 
application in developing countries often 
reveals significant limitations. The gap lies in the 
fact that these theories were predominantly 
developed based on Western socio-economic 
realities and do not adequately incorporate the 
unique factors present in the Global South, such 
as systemic corruption, political instability, 
ethnic diversity, and informal economies19. There 
is a pressing need for an expanded 
criminological framework that integrates local 
knowledge, considers the role of colonial history, 
and understands the intersection of social, 
economic, and political conditions unique to 
developing countries. 

Recent calls for a "Southern Criminology" 
highlight the need to challenge the dominance 
of Western criminological theories and push for 
a more inclusive, globally relevant criminology 
that respects diverse perspectives and lived 
experiences20. Addressing these gaps requires 
not only theoretical advancements but also 
empirical studies that contextualize crime within 
the realities of developing nations, ultimately 

                                                           
18 Mehta, R. (2022). Towards an Integrated Criminological Framework for India: The 
Role of Post-Colonial Theory. South Asian Criminology Review, 1(1), 15-38. 
19 Lemert, E. M. (1951). Social Pathology: A Systematic Approach to the Theory of 
Sociopathic Behaviour. McGraw-Hill. 
20 Carrington, K., Hogg, R., & Sozzo, M. (2018). Southern Criminology. 
Routledge 

contributing to more effective, locally tailored 
crime prevention and intervention strategies. 

F. Methodology 

Research Design 

This study employs a comparative case study 
design to examine the applicability of the 
selected criminological theories in different 
Indian contexts. A case study approach is ideal 
for this research because it allows for an in-
depth exploration of complex social 
phenomena within their real-life context, as 
suggested by Yin21. By comparing multiple case 
studies across different Indian states and cities, 
the research aims to identify patterns and 
variations in the applicability of these theories. 

To address the research question, the study is 
divided into two phases: 

1. Phase One: Quantitative analysis using 
crime statistics from the National Crime 
Records Bureau to identify crime 
patterns and hotspots in selected Indian 
cities such as Delhi, Mumbai, and 
Bengaluru. 

2. Phase Two: Qualitative analysis through 
semi-structured interviews and focus 
group discussions with law enforcement 
officials, community leaders, 
criminologists, and residents to 
understand local perceptions of crime 
causation and the relevance of 
criminological theories. 

Data Collection Methods 

The data collection process involves both 
primary and secondary sources: 

1. Secondary Data Collection: The study 
uses crime statistics from the National 
Crime Records Bureau of India, which 
provides comprehensive data on various 
types of crimes across different regions. 
These data sets include information on 
crime rates, types of crimes, and 
demographic variables that can be 

                                                           
21 Yin, R. K. (2014). Case Study Research: Design and Methods. Sage Publications. 
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linked to Strain Theory, Social 
Disorganization Theory, and Routine 
Activity Theory22. Additional secondary 
data are obtained from academic 
journals, government reports, policy 
documents, and previous research 
studies that explore crime and 
criminological theories in India. 

2. Primary Data Collection: To supplement 
the secondary data, primary data are 
collected through: 

o Semi-Structured Interviews: 
Conducted with a purposive 
sample of law enforcement 
officials, criminologists, social 
workers, and community leaders 
from selected cities. Semi-
structured interviews are chosen 
for their flexibility, allowing for an 
in-depth exploration of 
respondents' perspectives on 
crime causation and prevention 
strategies within their contexts23. 

o Focus Group Discussions (FGDs): 
Conducted with residents from 
different socio-economic 
backgrounds in the selected 
cities. The FGDs aim to 
understand community 
perceptions of crime, the 
effectiveness of policing, and 
informal social controls. This 
method allows for the capture of 
diverse viewpoints, fostering a 
richer understanding of 
community dynamics24. 

3. Sampling Technique: The study utilizes a 
purposive sampling strategy to select 
participants for interviews and FGDs. 
Purposive sampling is appropriate for 
this study because it allows for the 
selection of participants who have 

                                                           
22 NCRB. (2022). Crime in India: Statistics Report 2021. National Crime Records 
Bureau, Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India. 
23 Kvale, S., & Brinkmann, S. (2015). Interviews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative 
Research Interviewing. Sage Publications. 
24 Morgan, D. L. (1997). Focus Groups as Qualitative Research. Sage Publications. 

specific knowledge and experience 
relevant to the research questions. The 
selection criteria for cities include a mix 
of urban settings with varying levels of 
crime, socio-economic diversity, and 
population density to reflect different 
applications of criminological theories. 

Data Analysis Methods 

The data analysis for this research involves both 
quantitative and qualitative techniques: 

1. Quantitative Analysis: Crime data from 
the NCRB are analysed using statistical 
software such as SPSS or R to identify 
patterns, trends, and correlations related 
to crime rates and socio-economic 
indicators (e.g., poverty levels, 
unemployment rates). The analysis 
focuses on examining the applicability of 
Strain Theory by correlating economic 
inequality and crime rates, Social 
Disorganization Theory by assessing 
social cohesion and crime rates in 
different neighbourhoods, and Routine 
Activity Theory by analysing spatial 
crime data and the presence of 
"capable guardians"25. 

2. Qualitative Analysis: Thematic analysis is 
used to analyse the data collected from 
interviews and FGDs. This involves coding 
and categorizing the data to identify 
recurring themes and patterns related to 
the application of criminological theories 
in different contexts. NVivo software is 
used to manage and analyse qualitative 
data, allowing for a systematic 
comparison of responses across 
different regions and groups. The 
analysis also focuses on identifying 
unique socio-cultural, economic, and 
political factors that affect the 
applicability of these theories in India. 

3. Comparative Analysis: A comparative 
analysis is conducted to examine 

                                                           
25 Bachman, R., & Schutt, R. K. (2020). The Practice of Research in Criminology and 
Criminal Justice. Sage Publications. 
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differences and similarities in crime 
patterns, policing practices, and 
community perceptions across the 
selected cities. This approach helps in 
understanding the contextual factors 
that influence the applicability of 
criminological theories in different Indian 
settings. The comparative analysis 
provides insights into the need for 
modifying existing theories to better suit 
the Indian context. 

G.  Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations are paramount in this 
research, given the sensitive nature of crime-
related topics: 

1. Informed Consent: All participants are 
informed about the purpose of the 
research, the voluntary nature of their 
participation, and their right to withdraw 
at any time. Written consent is obtained 
from all participants before data 
collection begins26. 

2. Confidentiality and Anonymity: Measures 
are taken to ensure that the identities of 
the participants remain confidential. 
Pseudonyms are used in the reporting of 
interview and FGD data to protect 
participants' privacy. 

3. Data Security: All data collected are 
securely stored in password-protected 
digital files, and only the research team 
has access to these files. Physical copies 
of any data are kept in locked cabinets 
to ensure data security and integrity. 

4. Avoidance of Harm: The research design 
takes special care to avoid causing 
distress or harm to participants. 
Sensitive questions are framed carefully, 
and participants are provided with 
contacts for counselling services if 
needed. Additionally, care is taken to 
avoid stigmatizing any communities or 

                                                           
26 Bryman, A. (2016). Social Research Methods. Oxford University Press. 

individuals based on the study's 
findings27. 

H. The Relevance and Limitations of 
Criminological Theories in India 

The findings indicate that while the selected 
criminological theories provide valuable 
insights into crime patterns in India, they have 
significant limitations when applied in their 
traditional form. Each theory’s relevance is 
influenced by India’s unique socio-cultural, 
economic, and political dynamics, which are 
not adequately captured in Western-centric 
criminological frameworks. 

1. Strain Theory: The application of Strain 
Theory in India is particularly relevant for 
understanding crimes associated with 
economic inequality, such as property 
crimes and certain types of violent 
crimes. However, the theory's focus on 
economic success as the primary goal 
of societal pressure may not fully 
encapsulate the diverse aspirations 
found in Indian society, which are 
shaped by caste, religion, and regional 
identities. Additionally, the findings 
suggest that strain resulting from caste-
based discrimination and social 
exclusion, rather than merely economic 
deprivation, is a significant driver of 
crime in India. Therefore, Strain Theory 
needs to be expanded to include the 
unique structural inequalities, such as 
caste and social hierarchy, that are 
prevalent in India. 

2. Social Disorganization Theory: The 
findings support the applicability of 
Social Disorganization Theory in 
explaining crime in Indian urban centres, 
where rapid urbanization and migration 
lead to weakened social institutions and 
increased crime rates. However, the 
theory's assumption that social 
disorganization is directly correlated with 
crime overlooks the resilience of informal 

                                                           
27 Sieber, J. E., & Tolich, M. B. (2013). Planning Ethically Responsible Research. 
Sage Publications. 
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social control mechanisms in Indian 
neighbourhoods, such as community-
led policing and local conflict resolution 
practices. For example, in Mumbai's 
Dharavi slum, despite high poverty levels 
and limited formal policing, strong 
community networks help maintain 
social order and reduce crime rates. This 
suggests the need for a modified 
approach that recognizes the role of 
these informal mechanisms and local 
governance structures in crime 
prevention. 

3. Routine Activity Theory: Routine Activity 
Theory is useful for understanding 
crimes that occur in public spaces, such 
as street theft, sexual harassment, and 
robbery. However, its applicability is 
limited by the socio-cultural context of 
India, where factors such as gender 
norms, caste hierarchies, and communal 
tensions significantly influence crime 
patterns. For example, crimes against 
women in public spaces are often 
shaped by patriarchal attitudes and 
victim-blaming discourses, which are 
not addressed in the traditional Routine 
Activity framework (Sen, 2018). Therefore, 
the theory must be adapted to 
incorporate the socio-cultural 
dimensions that affect crime occurrence 
and prevention in India. 

I. Integrating Local Context into 
Criminological Theories 

The research findings highlight the need for 
criminological theories to be adapted to the 
Indian context by incorporating local social, 
cultural, economic, and political realities. This 
integration involves the following 
considerations: 

1. Incorporating Caste and Social 
Hierarchy: Traditional criminological 
theories often overlook the impact of 
caste-based discrimination and social 
hierarchies, which are deeply 
entrenched in Indian society and 

significantly affect crime patterns. For 
example, crimes against lower-caste 
individuals, such as Dalits, often have a 
socio-political dimension that includes 
caste-based violence and systemic 
oppression. Integrating these factors into 
existing theories could provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of crime 
causation and dynamics in India. 

2. Acknowledging Informal Social Control 
Mechanisms: The role of informal social 
control mechanisms, such as 
community policing, local leaders, and 
vigilante groups, is crucial in the Indian 
context, especially in areas where formal 
law enforcement is weak or absent. The 
research indicates that these 
mechanisms often play a significant role 
in crime prevention and community 
safety. Criminological theories must 
therefore consider these unique forms of 
social organization and their impact on 
crime and criminal behaviour. 

3. Understanding the Role of Gender and 
Communal Factors: Theories like Routine 
Activity Theory must be expanded to 
consider the intersectionality of gender, 
caste, and communal tensions in 
shaping vulnerabilities and crime 
patterns in India. For example, research 
shows that crimes against women are 
not merely a result of the absence of 
"capable guardians" but are also 
influenced by socio-cultural norms and 
gender power dynamics. A more 
intersectional approach would provide 
better insights into targeted crime 
prevention strategies. 

4. Context-Specific Policy Implications: The 
findings suggest that crime prevention 
policies in India should move beyond a 
one-size-fits-all approach based on 
Western criminological theories. Instead, 
policies should be tailored to address 
specific local conditions, such as 
regional disparities, socio-economic 
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inequalities, and community-based 
governance structures. For example, 
interventions that empower local 
communities, address caste-based 
inequalities, and strengthen informal 
social controls could be more effective in 
reducing crime in the Indian context. 

J. Implications for Policy and Practice 

The research findings have significant 
implications for crime prevention policies, law 
enforcement practices, and criminological 
research in India: 

1. Crime Prevention and Community 
Policing: There is a need to shift from 
conventional, reactive policing strategies 
to more community-oriented 
approaches that involve local 
stakeholders in crime prevention. The 
findings suggest that community 
policing initiatives that foster 
collaboration between law enforcement 
and local communities can be 
particularly effective in Indian 
neighbourhoods with strong informal 
social control mechanisms. 

2. Focus on Socio-Economic and Structural 
Interventions: Given the link between 
socio-economic factors and crime 
patterns, there is a need for policies that 
address the root causes of crime, such 
as poverty, unemployment, and social 
exclusion. Initiatives such as skill 
development programs, employment 
generation schemes, and educational 
opportunities for marginalized groups 
can help reduce crime by alleviating 
economic strain and social 
disorganization. 

3. Inclusive and Context-Sensitive Legal 
Reforms: The findings call for legal 
reforms that are sensitive to India's 
unique social fabric. For example, 
reforms that provide better legal 
protection and support for lower-caste 
individuals and women can help 

address the vulnerabilities that 
contribute to crime. This includes stricter 
enforcement of laws against caste-
based discrimination and violence, as 
well as measures to improve the 
responsiveness and accountability of 
the criminal justice system. 

4. Future Research Directions: There is a 
need for further research that develops 
context-specific criminological theories 
and models tailored to India and other 
developing countries. Such research 
should focus on integrating local socio-
cultural factors, understanding the role 
of informal governance, and exploring 
the impact of political dynamics on 
crime. 

K. Limitations and Future Research 
Directions 

While this study provides valuable insights into 
the applicability of criminological theories in the 
Indian context, it has certain limitations. The 
reliance on crime statistics from official sources 
may lead to underreporting of crimes, 
particularly those related to caste-based 
violence and gender crimes, due to social 
stigma and lack of trust in law enforcement. 
Future research should consider incorporating 
alternative data sources, such as surveys, 
ethnographic studies, and participatory action 
research, to provide a more comprehensive 
understanding of crime in India. 

Additionally, this research focuses primarily on 
urban areas, which may not fully capture the 
dynamics of crime in rural settings where 
traditional norms and community structures 
play a more dominant role. Future studies 
should explore the applicability of 
criminological theories in rural contexts to 
understand the rural-urban divide in crime 
patterns and prevention strategies. 

L. Comparative Analysis: Case Studies 
from the Global South 

Developing nations in the Global South—such as 
India, Brazil, South Africa, and Nigeria—share 

https://ijlr.iledu.in/
https://iledu.in/


 

 

10 | P a g e             J o u r n a l  H o m e  P a g e  –  h t t p s : / / i j l r . i l e d u . i n /   

INDIAN JOURNAL OF LEGAL REVIEW [IJLR – IF SCORE – 7.58] 

VOLUME 4 AND ISSUE 3 OF 2024  

APIS – 3920 - 0001 (and)   ISSN - 2583-2344 

Published by 

Institute of Legal Education 

https://iledu.in 

common socio-economic challenges, but they 
also exhibit unique characteristics that 
influence crime patterns. This section explores 
case studies from these countries to highlight 
the effectiveness of Strain Theory, Social 
Disorganization Theory, and Routine Activity 
Theory, as well as the limitations of these 
frameworks. 

Brazil: Economic Disparity and Organized 
Crime 

Brazil, much like India, grapples with significant 
economic inequality, which has been a major 
contributor to both property crimes and violent 
offenses. Strain Theory, which links economic 
disparity to crime, finds strong relevance in 
Brazil. The favelas (slums) in urban centres such 
as Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo are hotspots 
for criminal activity, driven by economic 
exclusion and limited access to legitimate 
means of success28. Strain Theory explains how 
individuals in these areas resort to illegal 
activities, such as drug trafficking and robbery, 
due to frustration and lack of opportunity. 
However, the organized nature of crime in Brazil, 
often influenced by powerful gangs and drug 
cartels, is an aspect that Strain Theory alone 
does not fully address, necessitating the 
inclusion of theories on social networks and 
criminal enterprises29. 

South Africa: Social Disorganization and 
Legacy of Apartheid 

Social Disorganization Theory is particularly 
relevant in South Africa, a country still grappling 
with the long-lasting effects of apartheid. Social 
disorganization in South African townships has 
been linked to high levels of violence, including 
homicide, sexual assault, and gang-related 
crime30. The legacy of apartheid has resulted in 
spatial segregation, poverty, and weakened 
social institutions in many Black and Coloured 
communities, creating conditions where crime 

                                                           
28 Barbosa, R., & Costa, J. (2020). Economic Disparity and Crime in the Urban 
Slums of Brazil. Journal of Criminology and Social Research, 45(2), 115-130. 
29 Zaluar, A. (2018). Gangs and Organized Crime in Brazil: Challenges and 
Responses. Crime, Law and Social Change, 69(4), 513-531 
30 Louw, A., & Shaw, M. (2021). Crime and Social Disorganization in Post-
Apartheid South Africa. International Journal of Urban Studies, 30(1), 45-63. 

thrives. High levels of unemployment and a lack 
of trust in law enforcement contribute to a 
breakdown in informal social controls, aligning 
with the core tenets of Social Disorganization 
Theory. However, the theory must be adapted to 
account for South Africa’s history of racial 
division, as crime in these communities is also 
deeply influenced by systemic inequality and 
socio-political exclusion31  

Nigeria: Routine Activity Theory and Urban 
Crime 

Routine Activity Theory is useful for 
understanding the surge in crimes such as 
kidnapping, robbery, and sexual assault in 
Nigeria, especially in densely populated urban 
centres like Lagos and Abuja. According to 
Routine Activity Theory, crime occurs when a 
motivated offender meets a suitable target in 
the absence of capable guardianship. In 
Nigeria, rapid urbanization has led to 
overcrowded cities with inadequate policing 
and infrastructure, creating environments ripe 
for criminal activity32. The lack of law 
enforcement presence, combined with 
economic desperation, creates a "perfect 
storm" for crime, especially in areas with a high 
influx of migrants searching for employment. 
However, the theory does not fully address the 
role of political instability and corruption in 
facilitating crime, as government 
ineffectiveness often allows criminal networks to 
operate with impunity. 

India: Caste and Social Disorganization 

India’s complex social structure, particularly its 
caste system, adds another layer of complexity 
to the application of criminological theories. 
While Social Disorganization Theory helps 
explain urban crime in Indian cities, especially in 
areas marked by poverty and weak social 
institutions, the influence of caste must be 
incorporated into the framework. For instance, 
crimes against lower-caste individuals (Dalits) 

                                                           
31 Petersen, C. (2017). Racial Segregation and Crime in South African Townships: A 
Legacy of Apartheid. African Studies Review, 60(3), 411-429. 
32 Olaniyi, S. (2020). Urbanization, Crime, and the Routine Activity Theory in 
Nigeria's Major Cities. African Journal of Criminology, 52(3), 187-202. 
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are often rooted in social hierarchies and 
exclusion, which are not adequately explained 
by traditional Western theories of crime 33. As 
seen in the case of India, criminological theories 
must be modified to include culturally specific 
factors like caste discrimination, which shapes 
the power dynamics within communities and 
significantly impacts crime rates and patterns. 

M. Comparative Findings 

The comparative case studies demonstrate 
that while Strain Theory, Social Disorganization 
Theory, and Routine Activity Theory offer 
valuable insights, they fall short in capturing the 
full spectrum of factors influencing crime in the 
Global South. Common themes, such as 
economic disparity, social exclusion, and 
urbanization, are evident across these nations, 
but the specific manifestations of these issues—
such as caste in India, apartheid in South Africa, 
and cartel-driven crime in Brazil—require 
localized adaptations of these theories. This 
highlights the need for a Global South 
criminology that considers the unique socio-
political and economic contexts of developing 
countries. 

Unique Factors Influencing Crime in 
Developing Countries 

Criminological theories developed in Western 
contexts often overlook several unique factors 
that influence crime in developing countries. In 
regions such as the Global South, a 
combination of political instability, economic 
disparity, rapid urbanization, and deeply 
entrenched cultural norms shapes the crime 
landscape. This section delves into these 
factors and examines how they intersect with 
other social issues like gender, ethnicity, and 
migration, contributing to complex crime 
patterns. 

Political Instability and Corruption 

One of the defining features of many 
developing countries is political instability and 
corruption, which have a direct impact on crime 

                                                           
33 Verma, A. (2020). Caste, Crime, and Justice in India: A Criminological Perspective. 
Indian Journal of Sociology and Crime, 35(4), 65-83. 

rates. In countries like Nigeria, South Africa, and 
India, weak governance and corruption within 
law enforcement agencies undermine efforts to 
control crime, as criminals often operate with 
impunity. Political instability not only 
exacerbates existing socio-economic 
disparities but also fosters an environment 
where criminal organizations can thrive34. For 
instance, in Nigeria, organized criminal groups 
such as Boko Haram and various militant 
organizations have leveraged political 
instability and poor governance to recruit 
members and engage in violent crimes. 
Corruption within the police force and judiciary 
further weakens the rule of law, as offenders 
can bribe officials to escape punishment, 
making crime a low-risk, high-reward 
endeavour. 

Economic Disparity and Strain 

Economic disparity is a central factor 
influencing crime in developing countries, as 
explained by Strain Theory. However, in nations 
like India, Brazil, and South Africa, the economic 
disparity often intersects with other forms of 
social inequality, such as racial or caste-based 
discrimination. In India, for example, lower-
caste individuals face economic exclusion and 
limited access to social mobility, which drives 
them toward criminal activities out of necessity 
and frustration. Similarly, in South Africa, 
economic inequality between racial groups, a 
legacy of apartheid, continues to fuel high 
crime rates in marginalized communities. Thus, 
economic disparity in developing countries 
cannot be analysed in isolation; it is often 
compounded by other structural inequalities 
that heighten the risk of crime. 

 Rapid Urbanization and Social Disorganization 

The rapid pace of urbanization in developing 
countries is another critical factor that 
contributes to crime. As rural populations 
migrate to urban centres in search of better 
economic opportunities, cities in nations like 
India, Brazil, and Nigeria experience massive 
                                                           
34 Alemika, E. O. (2019). Corruption, Political Instability, and Crime in Nigeria. 
Journal of African Criminology, 8(3), 185-205. 
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strain on their infrastructure and social services. 
Social Disorganization Theory explains how the 
breakdown of traditional social institutions—
such as families, schools, and communities—
due to urban migration can lead to increased 
crime. In India, cities like Delhi and Mumbai have 
seen rising crime rates as they struggle to 
accommodate large populations of migrants, 
many of whom live in slums with weak social 
institutions. Without adequate housing, 
employment, or education opportunities, these 
communities often become hubs of criminal 
activity. 

Cultural Norms and Crime 

Cultural norms and traditions in developing 
countries also play a significant role in shaping 
crime patterns, particularly in relation to gender, 
caste, and ethnicity. In India, for example, 
gender norms that devalue women contribute 
to high rates of crimes such as domestic 
violence, sexual harassment, and dowry-related 
violence. Routine Activity Theory does not fully 
account for these cultural factors, as crimes 
against women are often normalized within 
patriarchal societies. Similarly, ethnic and 
religious tensions can lead to communal 
violence, which is often politically motivated 
and deeply entrenched in cultural divisions. In 
countries like Nigeria, ethnic conflicts have led 
to the rise of militant groups that engage in 
violent crimes against rival ethnicities. 

Intersectionality of Crime with Social Issues 

In many developing countries, crime is not a 
standalone issue but intersects with broader 
social problems such as migration, gender 
inequality, and ethnic tension. Migrant 
populations in cities often face social exclusion, 
leading to a higher risk of involvement in 
criminal activities as they struggle to integrate 
into urban life. Gender inequality, as seen in 
countries like India and South Africa, makes 
women and marginalized gender groups more 
vulnerable to both victimization and 
criminalization. The intersectionality of crime 
with these social issues complicates the 
application of traditional criminological 

theories, which tend to analyse crime in 
isolation from other societal factors. 

 Implications for Policy and Crime Prevention 

The unique factors influencing crime in 
developing countries necessitate a more 
nuanced approach to crime prevention. Policies 
should address the root causes of crime, such 
as economic inequality, political instability, and 
social exclusion, rather than focusing solely on 
punitive measures. For example, in India, crime 
prevention efforts need to prioritize education 
and employment opportunities for lower-caste 
groups to reduce the structural inequalities that 
drive crime. Similarly, in Brazil and South Africa, 
community-based policing and social services 
that strengthen informal social controls can 
help mitigate the impact of social 
disorganization. 

N. Conclusion 

This research paper has examined the 
application of traditional criminological 
theories—such as Strain Theory, Social 
Disorganization Theory, and Routine Activity 
Theory—in the context of developing countries, 
with a specific focus on India and other nations 
in the Global South. The findings reveal that 
while these theories provide valuable 
frameworks for understanding crime, they 
require adaptation to better reflect the socio-
economic, political, and cultural realities unique 
to these regions. 

In developing countries, factors such as 
economic disparity, rapid urbanization, political 
instability, and deeply entrenched cultural 
norms play significant roles in shaping crime 
patterns. These factors, which are often 
overlooked by Western-centric criminological 
models, are critical to formulating a 
comprehensive understanding of crime in 
nations like India, Brazil, South Africa, and 
Nigeria. For example, in India, caste 
discrimination, patriarchal structures, and the 
intersection of social issues with crime create 
complexities that are inadequately addressed 
by traditional theories. Similarly, political 
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corruption and governance failures, as seen in 
countries like Nigeria and South Africa, 
exacerbate crime rates and undermine crime 
prevention efforts. 

This research contributes to the ongoing 
discourse on the need for a localized 
criminology that recognizes the diversity of 
experiences in the Global South. By 
incorporating context-specific factors—such as 
caste in India, racial divisions in South Africa, 
and economic inequality across developing 
nations—future criminological frameworks can 
offer more accurate insights into the causes 
and prevention of crime. The study also 
highlights the need for policies that focus on the 
root causes of crime, including economic 
reform, improved social services, and stronger 
governance, rather than relying solely on 
punitive measures. 

In conclusion, the comparative analysis of crime 
patterns and the unique factors influencing 
crime in developing countries underscores the 
importance of revisiting and refining 
criminological theories to make them more 
applicable to diverse global contexts. Further 
research in this area should continue to focus 
on integrating local socio-political dynamics 
with crime theories to better inform both 
academic discourse and policy-making in the 
Global South. 
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