
202    Introduction to Criminology

Durkheim was clear in stating that crime is 
not only normal but necessary in all societ-
ies. Because Durkheim saw even crime as 
needed in society, his theory is often consid-
ered a good representation of functional-
ism, which assumes that virtually all types 
of behaviors or groups (such as crime and 
criminals) serve some important role in a 
given community. Specifically, he claimed 
that all social behaviors, especially crime, 
provide essential functions in a society. To 
clarify, Durkheim claimed that crime was 
needed for several reasons. First, crime 
is important because it defines the moral 
boundaries of societies. Few people know 
or realize what is against the societal laws 
until they see someone punished for a viola-
tion. This reinforces their understanding of 
both what the rules are and what it means 

to break the rules. Furthermore, the identification of rule breakers creates a bond among 
the other members of the society, perhaps through a common sense of self-righteousness 
or superiority.

This type of urban 
decay and deterioration 
is key in theories that 
emphasize neighborhood 
environment and how it 
contributes to high crime 
rates in certain city areas.
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Primitive

Rural

Agricultural-based economy

Simple division of labor (few
divisions)

Law used to enforce conformity

Typically stronger collective
conscience

Organic Societies

Modern

Urban

Industrial-based economy

Complex division of labor (many
specialized divisions)

Law used to regulate interactions
among divisions

Typically weaker collective
conscience

Industrialization

Mechanical Societies

Durkheim’s Continuum of Development From Mechanical to Organic 
Societies
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