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Robert Agnew’s strain theory is a critical theory with significant relevance in modern criminology. The theory achieved its popularity in criminology after its revision in 1985, drawing attention in law and social education in the modern education system. In this theory, Agnew argues that the stressors or strains in life increase the capability or likelihood of committing a crime. 

The theory of crime by Agnew was created upon the postulations of Robert Merton, another strain theorist. According to Merton’s theory, the strain was the main cause of crime based on challenges towards achieving certain economic aspirations (Martinez, 2017). In other words, Merton posited that if people within the society face challenges towards meeting their objectives through legitimate ways, they tend to resort to illegal or illegitimate methods to achieve the set goals. Although Merton’s speculations had some relevance in the society, the theory was met with several criticisms which pushed for the urge to have a revision on the theory (Martinez, 2017). 

First, the theory focused only on individuals from the lower class despite the fact that crime is rampant to all socioeconomic classes. Another criticism was based on the cause of crime, where Merton explained crime as caused by financial constraints only. Merton also failed to explain why criminal behavior was more to certain individuals when faced with certain strain but not others (Martinez, 2017). 

Therefore, through these criticisms, Agnew revised Merton’s strain theory, proposing that strains in individuals are as a result of negative experiences which lead to emotional states like fear, anger, as well as depression. Agnew posited that crime is committed as people resort to criminal ways while trying to cope with those negative emotions (Martinez, 2017). Therefore, unlike Merton, who focused only on the financial strain, Agnew argued that the determinant of committing the crime was wide and only determined by the coping strategy. Therefore, rather than financial strains, Agnew focused on the aspiration towards achieving the certain objective as the main cause of crime, thus explaining all sorts of crime rather than financial causes (Barbieri, Clipper, Narvey, Rude, Craig, & Piquero, 2019). 

For example, when an individual is fired from his or her job, a negative stimulus or effect is created, which acts as a strain since the job serves as a crucial value in life. In circumstances where the individual had not planned for the future and is being faced with life challenges, a probability of getting in crime increases. This is a means of coping with negative feelings and also managing his or her life (Agnew, 2017). 

Agnew’s theory had significant advantages such as explaining the involvement of the three classes in crimes, urging that any form of strain can lead to crime, and highlighting the three domains that cause crime in life: fear, depression, and anger. Agnew’s model explained five different adaptations that people can utilize when dealing with strains, unlike the case of Merton, just mentions the adaptations without further grading and explaining reasons that push individuals to commit such crimes (Martinez, 2017). The five adaptations, as explained by Merton’s, include retreating, conforming, ritualizing, rebelling, as well as innovating. Agnew provided a rationale for these adaptations in dealing with strain. For instance, he explained that different people have different ways of coping. He highlighted the three mechanisms of coping: emotional, cognitive, and behavioral (Featherstone, 2003). Cognitive coping refers to denial or minimizing attempts in dealing with the strain such as comprising of denial statements such as, “It does not matter.” Behavioral mechanism of coping refers to taking action in solving the problem, which could be positive or negative. For instance, when there is disagreement in marriage and individual could choose to murder the partners, which are negative, or seek a divorce, which is a positive coping mechanism (Agnew, 2017). The third coping mechanism is when an individual chooses to solve the problem emotionally by just letting it go or ignoring the problem. It could be negative in that some people choose to engage in drugs or violence as a means of dealing with negative feelings or emotions. 

There are some limitations that were associated with Agnew’s general crime theory. For instance, some of the critics urged that the theory was too broad and problematic in testing different variables to prove a strain is false or true. However, Agnew revised the theory providing various strains that were proven to be more likely to occur than others. For instance, he explains two categories subjective and objective, both of which explained the probability of crime (Agnew, Piquero, & Cullen, 2009). 

In conclusion, Agnew’s general theory of crime was build upon Merton’s strain theory. Both theorists focused on explaining different strains that can cause individuals to commit a crime. According to Agnew’s depression, anger, and fear are the most probable strain that leads to crime in society. The theory can be applied in real life in defining a coping mechanism for individuals when faced by certain challenges. The limitation of the crime is that it is too broad, becoming hard to measure certain variables in research. However, the theory has been proven efficient in modern criminology due to its various facets in defining crime.  
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