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P
rofessor Sanchez-Jankowski certainly 
went beyond the call of duty. Still, his 
immersion in the gang culture provided 
insightful and useful information about 

gangs. For our purposes, his study provided insight 
into the criminal law, how we define crime, and 
how researchers study criminal justice. We dis-
cuss these areas throughout this chapter. Indeed, 
a balanced understanding of criminal justice 
requires students to understand the different ways 
that crime is defined, how crime is a violation of  
the criminal law, and the types of research meth-
ods criminal justice scholars use to study crime 
and criminal justice topics. Understanding these 
topics gives criminal justice students the foun-
dation they need to explore how we measure the 

extent of crime, crime trends and patterns, crime types, the causes of crime, 
and the processing of criminal cases through the criminal justice system.

How one defines crime is particularly important. After all, one’s defi-
nition of crime will influence (a) how individuals react to behaviors defined 
as crime, (b) who is defined as a criminal, (c) estimates about the extent of 
behaviors defined as crime, (d) explanations of different behaviors defined 
as crime, and (e) how and whether cases are processed through the justice 
system. In our view, crime can be examined from legal, behavioral, and 
social perspectives. Figure 2.1 summarizes these three perspectives.

´´ Legal Perspectives of Crime

When we think about crime, the images that come to mind usually involve 
the law in some way. One might say that crime is a violation of legal codes. 

Studying gangs is not an easy task. One researcher actually joined multiple gangs in his 
efforts to study them.
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Legal Perspective

• Crime is a violation of
 the criminal law.

Social Perspective

• Crime is de�ned by
 members of society.

Behavioral Perspective

• Crime is de�ned by
 speci�c actions and
 their consequencs.
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