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The more social interaction and bonding with 
the community, the less suicide. So Durkheim 
concluded that variations in suicide rates are 
due to differences in social solidarity or bond-
ing to society. Examples of this are still seen 
today, as in the recent reports of high rates of 
suicide among persons who live in extremely 
rural areas, such as Alaska (which has the 
highest rate of juvenile suicide), northern por-
tions of Nevada, and Wyoming and Montana. 
Another way of looking at the implications of 
Durkheim’s conclusions is that social relation-
ships are what make people feel happy and 
fulfilled. If we are isolated or have weak bonds 
with society, we will likely be depressed and 
discontent with our lives.

The second reason Durkheim’s examination of 
suicide was important was that he showed that 
in times of both rapid economic growth and 
rapid decline, suicide rates increased. Although 
researchers later argued that crime rates did not 
always follow this pattern,19 he used quantified 
measures to test his propositions as the posi-
tivistic approach recommended. In the least, 
Durkheim created a prototype of how theory 
and empirical research could be combined in 
testing differences across social groups. This 
theoretical framework would be drawn on 
heavily for one of the most influential and 
accepted criminological theories of the 20th 
century—strain theory.

Merton’s Strain Theory

The one thing that all forms of strain theory have in common is their emphasis on a sense 
of frustration in crime causation, hence the name “strain” theory. Although the theories 
differ regarding what exactly is causing the frustration as well as in the way individuals 
cope (or don’t) with such stress and anger, they all identify the strain placed on individu-
als as the primary causal factor in the development of criminality. Another common fea-
ture of strain theories is that they all trace their origin to the seminal theory of Durkheim 
as well as to Robert K. Merton’s theoretical framework.

When formulating his theory of structural strain in the 1930s, Merton drew heavily on 
Durkheim’s idea of anomie.20 As we shall see in this chapter, although Merton altered the 
way anomie was defined, it is apparent that Durkheim’s theoretical framework was a 
vital influence in the evolution of strain theory. By combining Durkheimian concepts and 
propositions with an emphasis on American culture, Merton’s structural model became 
one of the most popular perspectives in criminological thought in the early 1900s and 
remains one of the most cited theories in the criminological literature.

Cultural Context and Assumptions of Strain Theory
Some have claimed that Merton’s seminal piece in 1938 was perhaps the most influential 
theoretical formulation in the criminological literature and one of the most frequently 

1. Durkheim’s model emphasized the evolution of more
primitive __________ types of societies to more advanced
__________ types of societies.

a. mechanical/organic

b. organic/mechanical

2. Durkheim’s proposed theory included the concept of
“anomie,” which can best be defined as:

a. stability.

b. normlessness.

c. status quo.

d. deprived.

e. ritualistic.

3. Durkheim wrote an entire book on what type of behavior?

a. Murder

b. Robbery

c. Rape

d. Burglary

e. Suicide
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