EXPOSITORY CRIMINOLOGY ESSAY EXAMPLE

How Social Inequality Drives Praperty Crime Rates

Introduction %

Property crime rates in the United Sta higher in areas with greater income
inequality, and criminologists have i
the economic strain of unme

ifieds.two mechanisms that explain this relationship:
nd ncreased opportunity created by the proximity

ods. Robert Merton's strain theory provides the

of low income and high income
foundational framework, argui n socially approved goals such as financial
urally inaccessible, individuals are more likely to

e means. This essay explains how that mechanism

ut its scale.

stability are culturally valued

eans Gap

inguishes between cultural goals and the institutional means

legitimate employment are placed in a state of strain. Merton

ive ns to this strain, of which "innovation" is most relevant to property

e cultural goal of financial success while rejecting the legitimate means
earch by Patterson (1991) using data from 171 US cities found that
income inequality, measured by the Gini coefficient, was the strongest predictor of burglary
a es, stronger than absolute poverty levels. This finding supports the strain
ex is not poverty alone but the gap between what is valued and what is

accessi at drives the behavior.

Routine Activities Theory and Geographic Opportunity

The second mechanism is opportunity. Criminologist Marcus Felson's routine activities
theory argues that crime requires three elements to occur: a motivated offender, a suitable
target, and the absence of a capable guardian. Income inequality concentrates both the
motivated offenders and the suitable targets in adjacent geographic areas. In cities where
high income and low income neighborhoods border each other, the presence of visible
wealth combined with relative deprivation creates the conditions that routine activities
theory predicts will produce property crime. A 2013 study in the Journal of Research in
Crime and Delinquency found that property crime rates were highest in transitional urban



zones where income levels shifted sharply across short distances, consistent with the
opportunity mechanism.

Cross-National and State-Level Data

The data on this relationship are robust acr@ss eriods and geographies. International
comparisons show that countries with hi
property crime rates, even when contro
Within the United States, states with
approximately 30 percent hig
Uniform Crime Report data.

efficients consistently report higher
ifferences in policing and reporting rates.
iIncome gaps have property crime rates
ith the smallest gaps, according to FBI

do not eliminate individual agency from the

explanation but demonstrate that t tural conditions created by inequality shape the

environment in which crimin isiens are made at a population level.

Conclusion

Social inequality driv e through two compounding mechanisms: the strain of
material deprivation portunity created by unequal geography. Neither
mechanism oper in i ion, and neither fully accounts for individual choices. What the
data consisten at reducing property crime at a population level requires
addressing th C conditions that make it a rational, if illegal, response to blocked
opportuni ists who examine this relationship are not arguing that poverty

causes crime inequality shapes the environment in which criminal decisions are

made.




