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DO WE STILL NEED CRITICAL 

CRIMINOLOGY? 
-RAKSHITH BHALLAMUDI* 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The need for critical criminology involves asking many questions. Asking ‘do we still need 

critical criminology?’ implies that it was felt needed before, and/or that its achievements have 

significantly contributed to the criminological theory, and this is rightly so. Has the need for it 

faded away because the conditions that it thrived in no longer exist? Did it fail to adapt to the 

new conditions that have been created by various forces? Are the theoretical coordinates and 

assumptions it sought to base its work on no longer relevant? If it is relevant, is it relevant 

only for some time because the current directions it is moving in, do not offer anything 

substantially different and/or merely reinforce ideas of the past? Are the methods this critical 

inquiry follows no longer viable to bring about substantial changes? What are the conditions, 

if any, under which a particular field of study is deemed to be irrelevant?  This paper attempts 

to answer these questions so as to explore the relevance and need for critical criminology in 

present times. 

 

Key words: Criminology, Globalisation, Late Modernity, Legal Formalism, 

Critical Criminology. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Critical Criminology has been out since the 1970s and various definitions have 

been proposed since then. Yet, there is no consensus on any one specific 

definition.1 There is an agreement, however, on there being many Critical 

Criminologies with diverse origins, methods, and belief systems.2 

 

Despite these differences, they all share some common features and 

assumptions. To mention a few- that the positivist approaches to crime are a 

flawed; power and its unequal distribution as a starting point of critical inquiry;3  

denial of certain solutions as measures to combat crime; that society’s political 

economy shapes crime and criminal law; ineffectiveness of state’s repressive 

approach towards crime and deviance- and instead, that it perpetuates social 

inequalities, and finally, that denouncing entire cultural and social structure of 

society is necessary to solve the problem of crime.4 

 

The heart of this criminological theory lies in challenging legal formalism, 

ameliorative motivations, methodological individualism, and mass-

manufactured fears- all of which are the foundations of traditional, orthodox 

criminology.5 But what exactly does it mean to be ‘critical’? At first thought, it 

seems apparent that all cautious scholarship must aim to be critical, and doing 

so otherwise would imply the adoption of methodological technique that is 

bound to fail. Being ‘critical’ in one way can be best understood as being in a 

state of mind to endlessly question and to be questioned without necessarily 

subscribing to specific policy goals or theoretical commitments.6 As it was 

																																																								
1W.S. DeKeseredy and B. Perry, 'Introduction: The Never- Ending and Constantly Evolving Journey', Advancing critical 
criminology: Theory and application (Lexington Books 2006). See also Anthony T and Cunneen C, 'Critical Criminological 
Research' (Hawkins Press 2008). 
2M.D. Schwartz and S.E. Hatty, 'Introduction' (Anderson Publishing 2003). See also W.S. DeKeseredy and B. Perry 
(n. 1) 
3D.O. Friedrichs, 'Critical Criminology', 21st century criminology: A reference handbook (Sage 2009). at 210 
4Richard A. Wright and David O. Friedrichs, 'The Most-Cited Scholars and Works in Critical Criminology' (1998) 9 
Journal of Criminal Justice Education. 
5Raymond Michalowski, 'Keynote Address: Critical Criminology for A Global Age' (Westerncriminology.org, 2010) 
<http://www.westerncriminology.org/documents/WCR/v11n1/Michalowski.pdf> accessed 3 January 2020. 
6Yoav Mehozay, 'Critical Criminology as A Guardian of Human Rights: An Action-Based Model' (2018) 26 Critical 
Criminology. 
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pointed, it begins with stating “things are not necessarily what they seem to be” 

and that “the world may be different from what it is.”7 

 

Criticism, in addition to being an evaluation of knowledge claims on their 

validity also assumes public and collective forms- it forms a part of research 

communities where scholarly work is assessed by colleagues. These knowledge 

claims seek to contribute to the ethos of a particular discipline. However, today, 

largely influenced by critical theory and Marxism, this has undergone a broad 

transformation in terms of its scope, grounds, targets, and nature. Critique now 

also encompasses assessing not just knowledge claims but also various forms of 

social practices, public policies and institutions, and doing so with the lens of 

social justice, social welfare, economic value and/or political liberty. A robust 

element of instrumentality has been etched to the idea of validity. The said 

changes eliminated the underlying differences between a.) philosophical 

criticism and empirical research and b.) intellectual criticism and socio-political 

criticism and offered a framework that tends to rebut, without making an effort 

to search for common grounds that might lead to a more resounding argument.8 

 

Given that in the world of practice and policy, prudence plays a significant role 

in deciding concretely when what and how to criticise- due to probable political 

implications and chilling effects, in comparison to the world of research, it is 

necessary to recognise and respect the authority research carries and its limits. 

A bloated concept of criticism has the potential to severely undermine 

discussions necessary to produce, sound, consistent knowledge.9 

 

Coming back to Critical Criminology, its function as a counterpart to 

‘traditional’ criminology was, therefore, to not only focus on studying and 

understanding the dynamics of state sovereignty and its changing disciplinary 

mechanisms, but to do so in a critical manner by challenging the ideological and 

political imperatives of it, which includes among others- researching on state 

																																																								
7Zygmunt Bauman and Keith Tester, Conversations with Zygmunt Bauman (Polity 2001). 
8Martyn Hammersley, 'Should Social Science Be Critical?' (2005) 35 Philosophy of the Social Sciences. 
9Martyn Hammersley (n. 8) 
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violence, deliberating on state-sponsored initiatives and evaluations of matters 

concerning official policy, crimes committed by socially, economically, militarily 

and politically powerful elites,10 and deliberating on a prone and vulnerable 

criminal justice system.11 

 

It operates, firstly, under the proposition that even the authority of State, in 

addition to law, plays a hand in establishing limits of legitimate violence; that, 

law and state authority are themselves inextricably linked to violence.12 And 

secondly, under the realisation that the ‘democratic state’ is resolute on policing 

the so-called social crisis and to combat the threats, whether internal or external, 

real or imagined13; and that in doing so, the state is now becoming an anti-

welfare, authoritarian state and assuming the duty to unmask and expose this 

transformed state in all its appearances and guises and to intellectually critique 

‘the self-evident’.  

 

In this light, Critical Criminology works on social (in)equality and justice against 

institutionalized harm of the State. The inequality here is both structural and 

functional, caused and sustained by the State’s determination of age, class, race 

and patriarchy14. 

 

As an intellectual movement,15Critical Criminology experienced some important 

changes over time16 and was successful in achieving a prominent landmark in 

having its specialist periodical in 1990.17 The theoretical co-ordinates and modes 

of operation of Critical Criminology helped it to extend and question the 

bounds of criminological theory. While it is true that crime as being innately 

																																																								
10Roy Coleman and others, State, Power, Crime (SAGE 2009). 
11Eugene McLaughlin, 'Critical Criminology: The Renewal of Theory, Politics, And Practice' (Oxfordscholarship.com, 
2011) <https://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199571826.001.0001/acprof-
9780199571826-chapter-4> accessed 3 January 2020. 
12Roy Coleman (n. 10) 
13Eugene McLaughlin (n. 11) 
14 P. Scraton and J. McCulloch, The Violence of Incarceration (Routledge 2009). 
15Raymond J. Michalowski, 'Critical Criminology and The Critique of Domination: The Story of An Intellectual 
Movement' (1996) 7 Critical Criminology. 
16W.S. DeKeseredy and B. Perry, 'Introduction to part I', Advancing critical criminology: Theory and application (Lexington 
Books 2006). 
17Yoav Mehozay (n. 6). 
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political or that an appeal to social structures is inevitable to explain offending 

behaviour are not unique and exclusive insights of Critical Criminology, it did 

popularise these enough to etch them as common sense; expanded ‘elite 

deviance’ on a massive scale despite them being part of criminological inquiry 

for a long time;18 contributed significantly in critiquing-  positivism and unduly 

individuated explanation of crime and criminal processes; transparency of 

criminal justice institutions; self-evidence of categories and discourses; 

impartiality of criminology and its disciplinary closure; over-criminalization; 

sectional control in class-divided societies; gendered and raced modes of 

domination, exclusion of criminalized subaltern populations and counter-

majoritarian voices.  

 

As British criminology’s adjectival variant19 that is self-conscious of its methods 

and content, Critical Criminology created a platform where justice- political, 

social and economic was studied from different perspectives like anarchistic, 

cultural, feminist, integrative, Marxist, peace-making, postmodernist and left-

realist criminology’.20 

 

Given the major contributions of Critical Criminology, it is necessary to ask at 

this juncture- what changed? In the next section, the need (or not) for Critical 

Criminology will be explored. 

 

A. OF PERSISTING PROBLEMS OF ‘CRITIQUE’ AND THOSE 

OF THE PAST 

 

The battle against ‘orthodox criminology’ began with a perception of reaching 

towards a Critical Criminology that can transcend its various precursors and 

which is anchored in more fully social bounds of criminality. However, ideas 

and disciplinary retransformations are historically and socially situated.21The 

critique will only be appropriate when it only contextually addresses the troubles 

																																																								
18Yoav Mehozay (n. 6) See also David R. Simon, Elite Deviance (Routledge 2011). 
19Paul Roberts, 'Thinking Through Critical Criminology' (Social Censure and Critical Criminology 2017). 
20Yoav Mehozay (n. 6). 
21Paul Roberts (n. 19) 
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of the day, especially where the power relations do not tend to stay at one place 

and keep getting distributed in various forms. While negative criticism may 

expose persistent errors, corruption and instigates social reform; it can also 

cause adverse effects when it is unfavourable and when it is done in separation 

from its target.  

 

Critical Criminology, since its inception, has had troubles committing itself to 

the practice of critique. First, there is a lack of clarity as to the kind of critique a 

radical approach might offer beyond the blurred image of criminology for the 

oppressed. It then became vulnerable to co-optation and unreliable narrative 

premises. The critical framework was charged with not questioning its 

limitations, assumptions and its assumed/real effects. It could not move beyond 

the reformist horizons because of engaging itself on this objective with the 

crime agencies and by diluting its pursuit towards critical stems by swapping it 

for highly competitive funding arrangements.   

 

This not only reinforced the perception of crime being an ontological reality but 

also reinforced the problematic roots of criticism while at the same time 

problematizing the notion of a ‘critical’ project to such an extent where even 

the meaning of ‘critical’ is being constantly questioned.  This calls for 

understanding whether this field is viable in the first place or not. Answering 

this negatively, some scholars point towards the idea of social censure and 

forming critical analysis around it, instead of around sociology of deviance. 

Critical Criminology is severely handicapped when it comes to dealing with 

technocratic programs and conventional epistemological models. While 

developments like constitutive criminology22, cultural criminology are advancing 

towards positively answering the questions of whether the critical content in a 

post-modern world is useful, there remains a dent when it comes to focusing 

on critical scholarship which rigorously challenges the dominant discursive 

practices. This dent gets bigger especially wherein defending their knowledge 

																																																								
22Stuart Henry And Dragan Milovanovic, 'Constitutive Criminology: The Maturation of Critical Theory' (1991) 29 
Criminology. 
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claims in post-modern times where legitimization of knowledge occurs 

differently.   

 

Critical Criminology does offer a suitable platform to deconstruct crime to 

advance the objective of achieving a state of “full sociality”. Some posit that 

Critical Criminology’s truth lies in its capacity to go beyond the dominant ideas 

and to mould and guide them towards new theoretical and empirical directions; 

and not in its affective power23. Others, however, do not alienate this utopian 

quest.  

 

Justifying critical narratives may not sustain because the social identities are 

constantly being fractured in the state of change where rambling consumerism, 

the grouping of political opposition around many different identities have 

rendered the ‘revolutionary’ communist alternative unusable. Legitimizing 

critical knowledge is not plausible when the metanarratives of earlier times 

underpin it because critical criminological inquiry cannot operate in closing 

spaces caused by epistemological changes experiencing constant dynamicity.24 

 

The problems that Critical Criminology faces are both internal and external; 

theoretical and methodological. To begin with, Critical Criminology did share 

traditional criminology’s bias for studying street crime that occurs in urban 

areas. However, this did not remain unchanged due to the emergence of many 

progressive developments.25 While it is not entirely plagued by hegemony and 

monolithic thought, it continues to be very selective in choosing injustices and 

harms it seeks to highlight and research upon. It is silent on crime problems 

that define public debate by using different ‘techniques of neutralization’.26 

While otherwise, it is abundant in theoretical diversity,27 these excesses of ideas, 

																																																								
23Jim Thomas and Aogan O'Maolchatha, 'Reassessing the Critical Metaphor: An Optimistic Revisionist View' (1989) 
6 Justice Quarterly. 
24George Pavlich, 'Criticism and Criminology' (1999) 3 Theoretical Criminology. 
25J.F. Donnermeyer and W. DeKeseredy, 'Toward A Rural Critical Criminology' (Researchgate, 2008) 
<https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237220631_Toward_a_rural_critical_criminology> accessed 4 January 
2020. 
26Eugene McLaughlin (n. 11) 
27Brian MacLean and Dragan Milovanovic, Thinking Critically About Crime (Collective Press 1997) 15 
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in the absence of systematic research and illustrative empirical studies that fail 

to test the theories, do negatively impact the decisiveness of Critical 

Criminology.28 The ineffectiveness is further embellished by the passing of Left 

realism victimology of the working-class. 

 

Critical Criminology also faces the problems of (not) producing its raw material 

and methodological innovation caused by empirical deficiencies. This deficiency 

also stops it from properly expanding its agenda to bring forth new 

discriminatory mechanisms and other forms of oppression and injustices; 

especially while depending majorly on investigative journalism and official 

documents as data modes.29 An example of drying up of critical research can be 

seen when it comes to research on the police. Perhaps this is an offspring of the 

challenges of, firstly, needing to steer away from anachronism or compromising 

on the sense of hindsight while not underestimating the challenge of 

considerately revisiting the academic build of passed times and secondly, of not 

straying into the area of Criminal Justice and criminal law theory, thereby 

keeping itself occupied with normative philosophy.30 

 

Critical Criminology has made it difficult for itself to commit to progressive 

practices and policies by concentrating on repressive, exploitive practises and 

policy failures with respect to reformation. This has not allowed Critical 

Criminology to reach a much broader audience and led to a missed opportunity 

to establish strategic and tactical alliances with professionals’ part of the criminal 

justice system. Crime does not have an ontological reality31 and crime and 

criminalization processes form an important part of the authoritarian states 

functioning. Crime, as it is understood positively perverts and garbles the actual 

problems of crime. This perspective shows ‘the other side’ and reflects a need 

																																																								
28Charis E Kubrin, Thomas D Stucky and Marvin D Krohn, Researching Theories Of Crime And Deviance (Oxford 
University Press 2009) 
29Eugene McLaughlin (n. 11) 
30Paul Roberts (n. 19) 
31Kristian Lasslett, 'Crime or Social Harm? A Dialectical Perspective' (Google.com, 2010) 
<https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj
84NHL7OjmAhXOEcAKHULBBHYQFjACegQICxAC&url=http%3A%2F%2Fstatecrime.org%2Fdata%2F2011
%2F10%2Fcrime_or_social_harm.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2ekIE_gZ7eO_XQOTKRdMZh> accessed 4 January 2020. 
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for Critical Criminology. While Critical Criminology has been doing this, it is 

arguable that it failed to achieve its objectives or cannot evolve beyond what is.  

 

B. OF CHANGING TIMES AND ‘KEEPING UP’ 

 

We are living in a neo-liberal age where global violence is taking on various 

forms previously unknown32; the age of globalisation which is unsettled and 

where homicide causes more deaths every three months than the 9/11 attacks33; 

is accompanied by individualization, deregulation, propagation of racist 

pornography34, disaster capitalism35 and continuing violations of human rights36 

, all of which blur the image and the idea of a society loyal to progress and 

instead paint a clear picture of it being swapped for a society moving in a 

direction not ideal and that is concerned with episodes of new beginnings; 

where impermanence is the major aesthetic. 

 

The rapidly changing dynamics of the political environment due to the global 

shifts in social insecurity, economic relations, and the weakening and erosion of 

the social authority of the state requires less focus on conventional criminality. 

Social fact of the particular time must be recognised in analysing the different 

forms of crime.  

 

In the present times of unemployment, social inequality, weakening of the 

nation-state; inclusionary and exclusionary practices; consumer culture; 

changing gender relations; and changing patterns of family and parenting, 

described as a state of social crisis,37 priority has to be researching the 

criminogenic, decivilizing characteristics of neoliberal market societies, 

including changing crime patterns particularly related to ‘local economies of 

																																																								
32 Elliott Currie, 'Preface', Critical criminology: Issues, debates, challenges (Willan 2008). 
33Elliott Currie, The Roots of Danger: Violent Crime in Global Perspective (1st edn, Pearson 2008). 
34W.S. DeKeseredy and P. Olsson, 'Adult Pornography, Male Peer Support, And Violence Against Women: The 
Contribution ofthe “Dark Side” Of the Internet', Technology for facilitating humanity and combating social deviations: 
Interdisciplinary perspectives (Jensen 2007). 
35Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine (Penguin 2008). 
36Lorne Tepperman, Deviance, Crime and Control (2nd edn, Oxford University Press 2010). 
37Ian Taylor, Crime in Context: A Critical Criminology of Market Societies (Polity 1999). 



 
Corpus Juris                                                                                                       ISSN: 2582-2918  
The Law Journal   website: www.corpusjuris.co.in	
	

	   CORPUS JURIS|10 

crime’; the nature of criminal victimization; and the concurrent restructuring of 

crime control practices38 which are only recently being taken up. Critical 

Criminology entered the new age with its old canons intact, and these old tenets 

of Critical Criminology in a new century39 may not be able to deal with the 

fundamental ‘dislocations of justice’ that take place in every part of our social 

order, at a global scale. 

 

Critical Criminology continues to unduly focus on “the crime problem”, and 

the over-all procedures and practices of penalty and criminalisation, thereby 

making Critical Criminology ill-prepared to reply to the present-day 

developments.  Crime cannot be understood as being the preserve of regional 

governments or one particular nation-state. Activities that occur in one corner 

of the world can directly impact the other parts.  

 

The emergence of punitive penalty, issues involving and impacting various 

minority groups and women, the resurrection of private policing, evidence of 

many targeted tough law and order mechanisms, active citizenship, etc40 are a 

few recent examples of the emergence of new situations posing challenge to 

Critical Criminology and have compelled scholars to put forth concerns 

regarding the need to embrace such global developments. 

 

Critical Criminology seems to follow a very authoritarian-state-centred analysis 

which limits the scope of rigorous investigations into understanding the 

contradictions related to the due processes and the inherent biases of liberal 

democratic governance. The governmental landscape is vigorously changing 

and Critical Criminology’s incapability to sociologically understand various 

uncertainties and dangers that define this change complicate the issue.  

 

Critical Criminology may be a unity that is constantly shaped and reshaped by a 

range of strategies that are spread across the empirical, epistemological and 

																																																								
38Robert Reiner, An Honest Citizen's Guide to Crime and Control (Polity Press 2007). 
39Jack Young, 'Critical Criminology in The Twenty-First Century: Critique, Irony and The Always Unfinished', Critical 
Criminology: Issues, Debates, Challenges (Willan 2002). 
40David Garland and Richard Sparks, 'Introduction', Criminology and Social Theory (Clarendon Press 2001). 
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methodological axes41but is prone to fashions too. In being constantly reshaped, 

Critical Criminology is still either getting adopted into modern disciplinary 

discussions and debates or considered too outmoded by constantly changing 

landscapes- economic, political and social.42 While being ‘old’ does not 

necessarily imply irrelevance, if Critical Criminology does not aspire to 

transform especially when it has the potential to do so, given that its proponents 

advance and advocate for progress,43 it will stagnate. 

 

These recent fashions did enhance and diagnose the modern criminal-justice 

field but also are a “ritual incantation of the incapacitated”44 as far as they 

continue to engage with the newly established normativity imposed upon by the 

neo-liberal era. As far as other perspectives are concerned, they have not 

changed the hegemony as much and so, there lay, at one end, perspectives so 

externalised that make it difficult to advance transformative work and at the 

other end, perspectives so internalized that the transformative work advanced 

merely reinforce and re-establish the existing logic of the criminal justice system. 

 

It is imperative, therefore, that Critical Criminology puts the matters of late 

modernity, corporate capitalism, poverty and structural inequalities and their 

relation to the government in the framework of global change to affect any vital 

social change. For this, it is necessary for criminology to not be constrained by 

legal formalism and the other inherent pro-power aspects of the discipline.  

 

Critical Criminology to be a feasible and sustainable area of academic inquiry, it 

needs to benefit and improve the lives of the marginalized. For any criminology 

to be genuinely useful, it must not only be used but also be accurate45. This aim 

has not been completely fulfilled,and it requires a methodical integration of 

																																																								
41Nicolas Carrier, 'Critical Criminology Meets Radical Constructivism' (2011) 19 Critical Criminology. 
42Stanley Cohen, Against Criminology (1st edn, Transaction Publishers 1988). 
43W.S. DeKeseredy and B. Perry (n. 16) 
44Keith Tester, Moral Culture (Sage Publ 1997). 
45Lawrence W. Sherman, 'The Use and Usefulness of Criminology, 1751-2005: Enlightened Justice and Its Failures - 
Lawrence W. Sherman, 2005' (SAGE Journals, 2005) 
<https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0002716205278103> accessed 4 January 2020. 
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convictions and principles.46 While achieving this task is daunting because for 

one, co-operating with state institutions comes with costs. Influencing policy 

may run the risk of undermining the research findings and theoretical integrity-

a paradox. Externally relevant strategies, unless they are etched with internally 

lucid and a theoretically comprehensive foundation, can be easy to opt-out of.  

It is not that policy reforms cannot be non-radical; they can and they can be so 

justified if they are pragmatic, socially useful, and serve practically relevant 

ends.47 If this daunting task is achieved, then the practical rewards can be 

valuable.  

 

C. MOVING FORWARD? 

 

Critical Criminology has a lot to offer and in these changing times, perhaps it is 

a requirement to think critically about crime. Critique does not have an ‘end’ to 

it and Critical Criminology is an ever-evolving way of ‘doing criminology’.48  As 

it was famously said, “to avoid criticism, say nothing, do nothing, be nothing”. 

Without critical studies in criminology, the balance of knowledge and the state 

of being will tip to an extreme, unwarranted end. So how can Critical 

Criminology resurrect itself? And have there been efforts to that end?  

 

Power underpins what is truth and state policy is based on the truth that is 

determined by political processes.  ‘Speaking truth to power’ does not promise 

acceptance by the power of the said truth, but what Critical Criminology can do 

and has only started doing, is cultivating and advancing a system of thought that 

questions the existing, dilapidated system.49With its inclusive voice, Critical 

Criminology does have the potential to serve as a more radical passage for 

activism which spirits beyond the orthodox modes of research and instruction 

																																																								
46Bruce A. Arrigo, 'Critical Criminology, Existential Humanism, And Social Justice: Exploring the Contours of 
Conceptual Integration' (Springer.com, 2001) <https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1013147816858> 
accessed 4 January 2020. 
47Johannes Wheeldon and Jon Heidt, 'Bridging the Gap: A Pragmatic Approach to Understanding Critical 
Criminologies And Policy Influence' (2007) 15 Critical Criminology. 
48M.J. Lynch, W.B. Groves and Michalowski R., The New Primer in Radical Criminology: Critical Perspectives on Crime, Power 
and Identity (3rd edn, Criminal Justice Press 2000). 
49Raymond Michalowski (n. 5) 
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to politically and structurally overcome and change relations that, globally, 

downgrade dissent, homogenize identity and/or cause territorialisation of 

knowledge. This holds even in changing times.  

 

Critical Criminology’s inability to significantly curb state repression and forces 

of repression, in general, does not require questioning or abandonment of the 

intellectual projects and the canons that currently underpin critical criminology, 

its political efforts and commitments. It does, however, requires a paradigm 

shift in the mode of practice critical inquiry undertakes.50The answer to the 

potential metamorphosis of critical criminology is perhaps napping only at its 

conceptual borders. What is needed is to find a means to awaken the “cutting 

edge” potential it is capable of.51 These times require some “interdisciplinary 

vitality” contained within the critical theory by harnessing academic prospects 

that are strongly committed to global social justice concerns. The need for large 

contributions that drive social change isrequired. Asserting “small successes” in 

the matters of crime and its control in the wake of significant global changes 

does not help the prospects of Critical Criminology.52 

 

The potential of this to be transformed critical criminology is limitless. For this, 

it is important to link academic activism to national and transnational struggles 

for justice that occur every day.53Moving past the epistemological limits of crime 

seems to be linked to social movements, social justice and a robust union with 

anti: consumerist, globalisation and corporatist movements.54 

 

Restricted Critical criminology that is not formed around a comprehensive idea 

of social injury cannot combat these 21st-century social justice concerns because 

the class structure that has evolved as a result of globalisation does not only 

																																																								
50Richard Hil and Rob Robertson, 'What Sort of Future for Critical Criminology?' (2003) 39 Crime, Law and Social 
Change <https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/A:1022475615965#citeas> accessed 4 January 2020. 
51W. S. DeKeseredy and M. Dragiewicz, 'Introduction Critical Criminology: Past, Present, And Future', Routledge 
handbook of critical criminology (Routledge 2018). 
52Richard Hil and Rob Robertson (n. 50). 
53Bruce A. Arrigo, 'Critical Criminology as Academic Activism: On Praxis and Pedagogy, Resistance and Revolution' 
(2016) 24 Critical Criminology. 
54Richard Hil and Rob Robertson (n. 50). 
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array itself within regions nations but also across all nations and the later may 

prove to be more of a threat to the epitomes of social justice. Many of these 

social injuries and harms seek refuge in “space between laws” shaped by 

dominating transnational structures and critical criminology must move beyond 

legalism and views dominance from a broader perspective of social injury.55 

 

Critical criminology has already passed the first stage where it recognized the 

need to transform- fact that it is always incomplete, is seen as a blessing because 

stagnation begins when change is resisted and theory standardized.56  It has 

begun to engage in a reflexive approach to inspect the conditions of possibility 

that have their hand in the origin of new theories and perspectives, to aid in 

knitting new possibilities that go beyond the “hegemonic present”.  

To free itself of the boundaries of such conditions, critical criminology should 

also: 

 

•  Denounce the overlooked, arbitrary institutions and presuppositions of 

repression; 

• Diligently challenge the social benefits and costs of social dismantling 

practices and economic deregulation policies; and 

• Methodically root out the weeds of criminal-justice policies, 

vocabularies, institutions and practices practice, to expose their 

contradictions and hypocrisies.   

• The fight against neo-liberal power requires attention to be devoted to 

the woes of the ‘other’.57This also requires a planned exhibition of 

research and theories that acknowledge the limits and challenges posed 

and reflected by- 

• The ‘new realities’ of media representations and reinforcement of 

crimes and the existing ‘common sense’ notions of criminality; 

• Growth of neo-conservative public policy methods; and 

																																																								
55Bruce A. Arrigo (n. 46). 
56Jane Jacobs, Dark Age Ahead (Vintage 2004). 119. 
57Bryan Hogeveen and Andrew Woolford, 'Critical Criminology and Possibility in The Neo-Liberal Ethos' (2006) 48 
Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal Justice. 
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• Over-focusing on the management of criminals and crime and 

individualized and narrow ideas of responsibility.  

• The social forces of law, culture, economics and politics, and culture 

drive change and in the lookout for a political platform to instil critical 

changes, critical criminologists must: 

• Be careful with respect to the contradictions that may be inherent in 

doing so; while also being cautious about hidden agendas and academic 

compromises that come with partaking in governmentality.  

• Learn not the effects of the convergence of law, culture, etc., but the 

fault lines between and among them to know the ostensible tensions 

and glitches between them and to know where to insert the lever of 

change.  

 

Critical criminology will continue to grow in scope58 even if such developments 

may be considered small achievements. And new areas will be recognized as an 

important area of inquiry for the field to achieve big and not miss opportunities 

like in the past. Critical criminology, for instance, has a major role to play when 

it comes to in recognizing human rights abuses and claims of not only those 

whose voices are not being heard for whatever reason but also those who stay 

excluded from dominant customs of human rights, humanitarian and 

international humanitarian international law.59 Focus on human rights and 

looking at these issues as being the heart of social issues can help it develop 

progressively and get involved more actively in engaging with the questions that 

pervade understandings of crime, not only at the institutional levels but at a 

global scale.60 

 

																																																								
58Lois Presser and Sveinung Sandberg, 'Narrative Criminology as Critical Criminology' (2019) 27 Critical Criminology. 
See also Avi Brisman, '“Are You Serious?”: Sports Criminology: A Critical Criminology Of Sport And Games: A 
Review' (2018) 27 Critical Criminology; Ragnhild Sollund, 'Doing Green, Critical Criminology With An Auto-
Ethnographic, Feminist Approach' (2017) 25 Critical Criminology; Matthew Ball, 'Unsettling Queer Criminology: 
Notes Towards Decolonization' (2019) 27 Critical Criminology; Hal Pepinsky, 'Peacemaking Criminology' (2013) 21 
Critical Criminology and Jonathan Ilan, 'Cultural Criminology: The Time Is Now' (2019) 27 Critical Criminology. 
59Yoav Mehozay (n. 6). 
60Barbara Hudson, 'Criminology, Difference and Justice: Issues for Critical Criminology' (2000) 33 Australian & New 
Zealand Journal of Criminology. 
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‘Transiting’ of critical criminology which is another interesting development, 

seeks to aid in visualizing workable justice-models constructed on accountability 

and abolition.61 A ‘transing’ of critical criminology which involves a conceptual 

intersection to clear space for developing frameworks and theories to focus on 

various carceral changes and developments in diverse directions, suggests that 

critical criminology in its current form is not entirely capable of “going 

beyond”62: 

 

- Frameworks that describe crime and punishment in a binary way; and 

- Frameworks to comprehend “criminalizing webs” and altering ways of 

punishments that not only include the State but outspread it.  

 

Identifying such areas of interest will grow and push critical criminology from 

out of a descriptive-only phase, and towards a phase that enquiries upon 

different forms of political persecution.  

 

The current directions that critical criminology is following which include 

critiques of neo-liberal globalization, gender relations, imperialist and colonial 

reason, securitization. It also includes focusing on developing: inter-disciplinary 

connections, a robust account of harms, not constrained by a crime-centric lens 

and thinking about “a better politics”. These developments indicate that critical 

criminology continues to believe in its difference making capacity as opposed 

to accepting and embracing stagnation and gives a reason to believe that its 

potential outcomes are worth the wait. 

 

  

																																																								
61Jennifer Musto, 'Transing Critical Criminology: A Critical Unsettling and Transformative Anti-Carceral Feminist 
Reframing' (2019) 27 Critical Criminology. 
62Alyosxa Tudor, 'Dimensions of Transnationalism' (2017) 117 Feminist Review. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The need for critical criminology may be questioned because the outcomes do 

not justify the resources spent for carrying out the said research. With the fight 

for funding resources and the general bias against critical study (even more so 

within criminology), there might be a situation where even if there is an 

underlying need for it, circumstances may make it impossible for such research 

to be carried out and even if it is carried out, may have difficulty in getting 

published. These fears are not unfounded. The procedural and intellectual 

challenges require different approaches, but unless critical criminology deals 

with the intellectual challenges, it will not have a concrete base to advance claims 

of its importance and need.  

 

In comparison to other disciplines, Critical criminology continues to face more 

‘additional’ burdens. The continuing ‘internal’ and ‘external’ challenges that 

have always pestered this field not only continue to do so but keep growing in 

list themselves. They are also accompanied by the risk of possible abandonment 

of the object of knowledge production that comes as a result of the change like 

‘how’ critical scholarship is done. However, critical criminologists, are at a better 

place to address these issues with each passing minute.  

 

The theoretical co-coordinates and the assumptions of critical criminology do 

remain ever so relevant despite critical criminology’s lack in pure, solid 

explanations in not only its intellectual outcomes but in practical outputs when 

it fails to engage with various publics that seek criminal justice. It would be of 

utmost use, should it remain an ‘open space’ that not only seriously attempts to 

expand the political joints between scholarships and social movements but to 

do so without being taken hostage by totalizing academic ventures. Critical 

criminology can and does possess the tools to combat these challenges and once 

it outgrows these challenges, it’s potential contribution can be very valuable.   

 

The socio-political, legal and economic changes are a challenge to any social 

science. This is even more so to a discipline that seeks to engage in critiquing 
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because it needs to operate beyond the existing metanarratives to evade the risk 

of stagnation. The intellectual endeavours that critical criminology chooses to 

focus on play a major part in facing these challenges. It must engage in 

transformative praxis to win the always-uncertain battle outcomes against the 

changing notions of legal, political and now, social equality, whose nature is 

being injected with change by a social order that is extremely bureaucratized.   

 

It can be made more effectively relevant when diverse levels and forms of 

knowledge can be integrated in synergy with each other without an element of 

hegemony in the process. For this to be more effective, the criminological praxis 

ought not to be cut away from the unfolding networked-struggles but instead 

engage with them in a dialogue with the goal of new strategies to combat late 

modernity and beyond.   

 

Critical criminology should be praised to steer the study into a more productive 

path and away from (generally) staid theories. But this productivity cannot 

afford to be led into philosophical normativity. To combat this, it is not only 

necessary to introspect on the most minute changes brought by increasing 

globalisation processes but also devote attention to appreciate the empirical 

relationships between revolutionary change and reform with a broader vision 

for social justice. 

 

The role of criminology seems to have evolved from mere informing to instilling 

practical social change. While the claims of its incapability to address socio-

political questions politically are true; to truly become criminology of late 

modernity, it needs to consider working with little regard to the political 

question. No revolution can be successful, after all, if it is taken for granted that 

power will not listen.   

 

So, do we still need critical criminology? The answer is that it depends. It also 

depends on the willingness of various scholars and actors who play a part in the 

justice objective to acknowledge the past contributions and importance of this 

field but to do while realising that like any field, critical criminology cannot for 
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a very long time and without alterations in its way of working and with old pillars 

for a theoretical base, adapt to constant global changes that keep challenging its 

assumptions. It depends on the will to believe in the difference-making capacity 

of critical inquiry despite the rigorous bias towards it from various ends. It 

depends on the willingness to find new paths and areas for inquiry that involve 

global processes. Part of these is already taking place. We will understand the 

need of critical criminology until we realise that we need it. For this, it must go 

on and began to do so in the right direction. 


