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ABSTRACT 
 

Crime and Religion: 

A Literature Review of Theory, Findings, and Implications 

Logan C. Scoles 

Under the supervision of Dr. Brian Johnson 

Statement of the Problem 

Currently, it seems that there are conflicting opinions and research 

on how religion impacts crime.  Macro-level research on the topic of crime 

and religion has often provided compelling evidence that religion is linked 

with lower crime rates (Ebaugh, 2006).  Popular theorists such as Rodney 

Stark and Travis Hirschi in their hellfire hypothesis have claimed that 

because religious traditions condemn criminal activities, supporters of 

those religious traditions will be less likely to commit crime out of fear for 

religious repercussions such as being damned to hell.  Topalli, Brezina and 

Bernhardt (2013) assert contradictory claims to the religious effects on 

crime.  From their data they claim that religion possibly has a 

criminogenic role among hardcore street offenders.  They claim from their 

study that offenders in some instances have used their religious beliefs to 

justify past criminal offending and to excuse future offending.      
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There exists an extensive amount of research available on the topic 

of crime and religion and the purported effects that religion has on 

offending. Sometimes this research is contradictory, making it unclear the 

ability that religious influences have in being able to curb or cause crime.  

These contradictions are quite evident when certain studies show that 

religion inhibits crime and others show that religion augments it.  

Religious programming has been used in many instances in attempt to 

rehabilitate or treat incarcerated offenders, often the goal is that 

recidivism will be prevented.  There are also stark differences that can be 

made between religion affecting adults versus juveniles, and among 

different types of offenders.  Therein the problem lies that while religion 

has significant purpose and has been used in the criminal justice realm, it 

remains unclear however its true influence on crime and the ability it has 

to cause or curb offending. Crime and religion is a topic deserving of 

clarification and of a return to the underlying criminological theories 

surrounding it.   

Methods  

The sources of information for this paper consist primarily of 

secondary research on the topic of crime and religion.  Sources of data 

used are primarily journal articles and analyses on the topic. The method 

that this paper follows includes first approaching the topic by introducing 

religion as an important issue that affects the criminal justice system.  It 

also will introduce several important criminological theories and 
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explanations which incorporate religion as a variable in effecting crime.  

This paper then seeks to introduce some of the contradicting literature 

that surrounds crime and religion and the impact that religion has in 

relationship to criminality.  The method to this article is largely a 

comparison and evaluation of what is much contradicting research and 

literature on the topic of crime and religion.  

Purpose of the Study 

The main goal of this paper is to synthesize contradicting literature 

on religion's impact on crime.  Doing so will show the reasoning behind 

and illustrate the ways in which religion might deter crime, and also how it 

might have a counter-intuitive effect in which it actually can lead to 

greater amounts of crime and offending.  This paper intends to touch upon 

some of the more well-known positive and negative implications that can 

come from religion and its effect on crime. It also intends to illustrate 

some of the ways religion seeps into criminal justice policy and practice, 

showing that it is an important aspect of criminological theory that is often 

misunderstood and sometimes ignored.  Many theories on crime exists 

which have included religious aspects to them, religion has been studied in 

many different contexts as well including: among individuals who are 

incarcerated and their likelihood of re-offending, among juveniles and any 

dispositions they may have towards offending, among violent offenders, 

terrorists, and many other offense types.  It has also been studied in 

relation to its potential and theoretical ability to achieve conformity and 
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self-control within society, and its ability to reduce one’s likelihood of 

suicide.  The purpose of this paper hopes to bring together some of the 

available literature on crime and religion with the intent of illustrating in a 

clear and meaningful way how the two can impact one another and are 

related to each another. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

One does not have to adhere to a particular religion or have a deep 

appreciation of world religions to know that religion permeates 

throughout most aspects of society and the daily lives of many people, this 

includes the criminal justice system through a number of ways.  Whether it 

is policymaking, in jails or prisons, adjudication, or in criminological 

theory, religion is an impetus through which social control and conformity 

may be achieved.  It often comes with a belief in a higher power or a being 

through which humans and the universe may have been created from.  It 

can offer an interpretation to those who seek it to many of life’s 

unanswerable questions such as where we come from and what happens to 

us when we die.  It can also lay down guidelines and rules which guide our 

behavior and describe for us how we should live our lives.  These rules are 

essentially laws through which we should live by to either preserve our 

place in a perceived afterlife, or to live harmoniously with the universe and 

our fellow man.   

For much of the world who adheres to a particular religion, 

religious principles and values are often instilled very early on through 

either direct teachings or inadvertently.  They also create some of the 

deepest rooted and most closely held feelings and beliefs that someone 

may hold.  These beliefs and deeply held religious principles instilled in so 

many people spur a controversy which has existed for some time in the 

study of criminology.  A question that has been posed and explored to a 
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great extent by many is whether the presence of religion in a person’s life 

affects their likelihood of committing crime. Many crime theorists, 

criminologists, and religious scholars have sought the answer to this 

question, often finding out that the answer is not as simple as they would 

like it to be.  If religion is able to impact one’s criminality, it is often 

wondered whether one’s level of religiousness or their adherence to a 

particular religion or denomination more greatly affects them than it does 

members of another religious adherence.  It is often speculated whether 

criminality is deterred or multiplied by a person’s degree of religiousness, 

or if it is possible that the fear of repercussions from a higher power and 

eternal damnation of one’s soul could be the reason that people might not 

commit crimes, particularly crimes perceived as against morality or one’s 

religious practices.  Finally, if one reaches the conclusion that crime is 

indeed impacted by one’s variable level of religiousness, they are often left 

wondering whether religion is even the root cause of this effect or if it 

could instead be that religion is a by-product of other crime deterring 

variables such as partaking in pro-social behaviors with non-deviant peers, 

creating a stake in conformity and sense of belonging through one’s 

religious congregation, or through some other completely different 

variable unmentioned (Topalli et al., 2012).  Perhaps those who practice 

and adhere to a religion are the individuals whose personalities make 

them less susceptible to living a criminal lifestyle in the first place.  It 

could also be that religion or one’s degree of religiousness is a signifier of 

an individual whose personality causes them to be less likely to be criminal 
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in nature. Thus religion may not be the deterrent of crime at all and it may 

simply be an indication of people less likely to be criminal based upon 

their personalities and traits. 
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II. THEORY REVIEW 
 

Hellfire Hypothesis 

Before any of these questions are able to be explored fully, or 

answered with any amount of validity, it is essential to have a working 

knowledge of what prior theorists have had to say about religion and its 

impact on crime.  Two well-known theorists on this topic are Rodney Stark 

and Travis Hirschi.  In their influential contribution known as the “Hellfire 

hypothesis,” Stark and Hirschi questioned whether criminal behavior is 

deterred by religion through the notion that individuals will be punished 

or damned to hell in the afterlife if they commit crimes (Heaton, 2006).  

Stark and Hirschi did not focus a great deal of attention into defining just 

what they believed religion really was in their hellfire hypothesis.  Instead, 

they seemingly left it open for interpretation that religion in a combination 

of many different things, things that may not necessarily be bound by 

definition but are nonetheless connected to each other.  Incorporating 

aspects from sociologist Emile Durkheim, Stark and Hirschi questioned 

the role of religion in being able to maintain social norms and control.  In 

its ability to maintain social norms, it was postulated that religion 

legitimizes social and individual values through its belief systems; that 

religious practices reinforce commitment to these individual values, and 

through a system of eternal rewards and punishment religion ensures that 

values are adhered to in actual behaviors (Hirschi & Stark, 1969).   
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Results of Hellfire and Delinquency and whether or not religion 

impacted crime showed interesting findings in the early works of Hirschi 

and Stark.  In their initial research which focused heavily on church 

attendance, it was determined that church attendance did not affect the 

acceptance of moral values assumed to be important in deterring 

delinquency (Hirschi & Stark, 1969).  Stark and Hirschi measured 

delinquency through self-reports and by examining police records.  

Delinquency was measured by factors such as if an individual ever took 

anything that did not belong to them or if they ever beat someone up or 

hurt anyone on purpose.  Delinquency was also measured by the degree of 

theft to which an item was taken by someone to whom it did not belong, as 

well as whether or not individuals created acts of vandalism or banged 

things up (Hirschi & Stark, 1969).      

Of the inferences which were made from the Hellfire Hypothesis, 

participating in religion and believing in the supernatural showed to have 

no effect on whether someone was more or less likely to become 

delinquent (Hirschi & Stark, 1969).  Belief in a devil and life after death 

subsequently did not affect likelihood of committing crime or delinquent 

acts either.  The only promising findings from Hellfire which showed any 

direct correlation between delinquency and crime was that students who 

regularly attended church were found to be at a slightly greater likelihood 

in having positive attitudes towards the police and the law (Hirschi & 

Stark, 1969).   
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Summarizing one of the earliest studies on crime and religion, it 

would appear that religion was found to have little to no impact on 

whether a person would commit delinquent acts or not.  While leaving 

religion very broadly defined, Stark and Hirschi failed to take into account 

different types of religions and the variations in different denominations.  

In fact, Hellfire Hypothesis appeared to be quite narrow in scope, leaving 

out many possibilities about the different ways crime and religion can 

intersect one another.  It was largely assumed and accepted at the time of 

Stark and Hirschi’s work that church attendance should be used as the 

measurement for religion’s effect on delinquency.   Many other endless 

ways in which religion affected delinquency were largely ignored.  The 

particular delinquent acts which were studied by Stark and Hirschi also 

seemed quite limited to what is a much wider list of possibilities and types 

of crimes that we actually have today (Hirschi & Stark, 1969). 

If reconstructed to encompass different measures of religiousness, 

Stark and Hirschi’s Hellfire Hypothesis may have just as easily found 

religion to strongly impact crime and delinquency or other variables which 

affect crime.  Not only could their work have focused on a greater 

possibility of crimes and delinquent acts, it also could have looked at 

indirect effects that religion might have on crime such as reducing 

depression, creating a network of positive friends or peer groups, creating 

a stake in conformity, reducing idle time, creating a more positive life 

outlook, or altering perceptions of right and wrong regardless of actual 
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delinquency.  Needless to say, Stark and Hirschi were some of the earlier 

theorists who looked at the effects that religion might have on crime and 

delinquency, and who were actually able to provide meaningful analytical 

content that could be used in the process.  In part, they helped 

revolutionize crime theory by re-igniting the belief that religion could be 

considered as a possibility for crime and whether a person would be more 

or less likely to become deviant because of it.  Crime theories 

incorporating religion do stem further back into history than Stark and 

Hirschi’s works.  However, one would be harder pressed to find a study 

which has been able to contribute meaningful and analytical data in this 

regard when looking much further back than this.  It would be unfair to 

only give Stark and Hirschi credit though.  It should be mentioned that 

demonic theories of crime have existed centuries before either Stark or 

Hirschi have been around (Pfohl, 1994), and while religious justifications 

and explanations for crime such as demonic theories may have a much 

greater history in the past than this, the Hellfire Hypothesis of Stark and 

Hirschi was one of the earlier and more popular works to actually put this 

to the test and contribute something meaningful to the field of 

Criminology.  From their work, scores of criminologists and scholars since 

have built off of their ideas and advanced them to what is a much greater 

working knowledge about religion and its true impact on crime.   
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Ecological and Contextual Factors  

Fast forwarding into the future about 20 years, new emerging 

research on crime and delinquency went against Stark and Hirschi’s 

findings which showed that contrary to their research, religion and 

delinquency did have a negative relationship to one another in which an 

increase in religiousness led to a decreased likelihood of crime (Stark, 

1996).  New studies being conducted from hellfire showed strong negative 

correlations between church attendance and delinquent behaviors, albeit 

different acts of delinquency were reported on than what Hirschi and 

Stark had initially researched in their early trials.  Church attendance was 

also shown to be positively related to respect for the juvenile court system, 

which subsequently is negatively correlated with delinquency also 

(Higgins & Albrecht, 1977).  Stark (1996) observed these new findings 

which contradicted his earlier work from the Hellfire study, and thus he 

revised his assertions that religion and delinquency were un-related.  In a 

new hypothesis, Stark explored the possibility that religion was not 

necessarily an individual trait within people, but a social structure through 

which ecological setting played a dominating role in whether conformity 

could be achieved and delinquency could be diverted (Stark, 1996).  In his 

new proposition, Stark purported that religious individuals are less likely 

than those who are not religious to commit delinquent acts, but this was 

only in geographic areas and communities where most people were 

actively religious (Stark, 1996). 
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Herein a new theoretical cause was being explored which included 

ecological setting and surroundings when looking at crime and religion.  In 

re-assessing his Hellfire Hypothesis by looking at different geographic 

areas in the U.S., Stark claimed that religion’s impact on delinquency 

varied depending on one’s community and where they lived.  Also taken 

into consideration this time were differences in religious denominations.  

In particular, Protestants, Catholics, Non-Pacific Protestants, and Pacific 

Protestants were analyzed in relation to alcohol and marijuana usage 

(Stark, 1996).  In addition to the findings which indicated religion and 

delinquency correlation varied by location, it was also ascertained that 

religiousness and church attendance were correlated to marijuana and 

alcohol use.  Both denomination and degree of church attendance were 

shown to affect the likelihood of drinking alcohol or using marijuana.  

Protestants, for example, showed a negative relationship between church 

attendance and alcohol use, whereas Catholics by-and-large did not (Stark, 

1996).  Stark, attributed these differences in alcohol usage to parental 

behavior and religious values, in which Protestants were seen as less 

accepting of alcohol consumption according to their beliefs. All-in-all, it 

seemed evident at this point that religion did play a role in crime and 

delinquency.  What the relationship was could have varied depending on 

the ecological and community setting.  It was also evident that church 

attendance and denomination correlated to alcohol consumption and 

marijuana usage, both of which are often seen as precursors to crime and 



10 
 

delinquency and typically have negative connotations attached to their 

usage.   

Other criminologists have likewise studied crime and religion from 

an ecological perspective, both in a community context and by 

geographical area.  Bainbridge (1989) was one of these who concluded that 

the effects of religion vary depending up social context.  He determined 

that religion might deter some crime and deviant acts in some places, but 

in other places those same acts might not be deterred.  Worthy of mention 

in his study, Bainbridge found that areas with high cult rates had a 

substantial negative correlation with rates of church membership 

(Bainbridge, 1989).  Where cults succeeded and were most prevalent, 

conventional churches were weakest.  This finding of Bainbridge’s could be 

deduced to make the argument that geographically speaking crime is more 

likely in areas where churches are weakest or non-existent.  If the effects of 

religion on crime vary from setting to setting, than perhaps one of the 

greatest explanations for why this occurs is due to a non-religious or weak 

religious presence in high crime areas.  In addition to his finding that cult 

rates had a substantial negative correlation with church membership, 

Bainbridge also illustrated several other important observations in his 

study of crime and religion.  Of these, Bainbridge noted that among a wide 

array of textbooks written on crime theory, only a select few bother to 

mention anything about crime and religion.  Furthermore, he observed 

what might be noticeable to anyone studying the relationship between 
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crime and religion, which is that much of the published research on the 

topic has been quite contradictory, creating challenges in the crime 

religion theory debate (Bainbridge, 1989).  Much of the literature available 

indicates that religion deters or reduces the likelihood a person will 

commit crime, while other research indicates it could actually increase 

certain aspects of crime.  Certain theories and the assumptions of some 

people are that religion is even responsible for acts of terrorism and the 

catalyst behind some wars being fought (Crenshaw, 2000; James, 1995; 

Kingsley, 2010; Ranstorp, 1996). 

Bainbridge’s work and the work of Starks only scratch the surface of 

possible ways religion might affect crime.  Still, their ideas add much 

significance when looking at the relationship between crime and religion.  

No longer could it be stated with certainty that religion effects crime in one 

way or another.  Instead, it must be taken into account the ecological 

environment and context in which we find religion, only then can a fair 

assessment be made to religion’s impact on crime.         

Indirect Effects of Religion 

Looking at other theoretical aspects of crime and religion, it has 

been claimed by some criminologists that religion’s effect on crime and 

delinquency is altogether indirect, operating instead through one’s level of 

self-control.  According to the mediation hypothesis and building off of 

self-control crime theories, it has been hypothesized that religious beliefs 

and activities help people exercise and improve their self-control (Reisig, 
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Wolfe & Pratt, 2012).  According to this perspective, religion is not the 

impetus through which crime is deterred, but instead by being more 

religious people simply learn greater self-control and are thus less likely to 

commit crime or deviant acts.  Social-control and other similar theories 

offer a whole new perspective in which religion is not seen as the primary 

deterrent of crime.  Instead it is believed to serve indirectly as a 

mechanism which effects our lives and leads to a reduced likelihood of 

committing criminal acts. If applying this logic to other aspects of our 

lives, it could hypothetically be argued that religion positively effects 

family cohesion which in turn leads to a less likelihood of deviance. It 

could affect stress and depression levels which in turn could impact one’s 

likelihood of criminality as well. It could also be argued that through the 

positive peer groups it creates from individuals who regularly attend 

church, religion indirectly affects one’s likelihood of offending this way as 

well.  The possibilities seem endless in the way which religion could 

indirectly affect criminality.  All of these examples would have to be 

controlled for and analyzed in detail to see if there was actually any 

validity to such claims.   

The findings of Stark and Hirschi who were early pioneers in testing 

the relationship between crime and religion initially did not show any 

significant correlation between the two in which religion reduced one’s 

likelihood of criminality.  Later studies on the subject, including by Stark 

(1996), had re-evaluated crime and religion, taking a different approach in 
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analyzing it.  Many subsequent studies did find a significant negative 

correlation between the two in which greater religious variables such as 

church attendance did result in less crime.  Discrepancies have existed 

however as to which crimes are deterred and depending on the 

circumstances in which different studies have been conducted.  Certain 

crimes and acts of delinquency frequently show up as been less likely to 

occur due to the presence of religion, while other crimes lead inconclusive 

findings that often contradict one another in regards to how religion 

impacts their prevalence.  

Theories of Criminogenic Effects 

Another line of reasoning exists when looking at the theoretical 

possibilities between crime and religion.  Some theories contend that 

religion increases crime and delinquency rather than curbing it.  Whereas 

before the literature on the subject was confounding due to discrepancies 

in whether religion did or did not deter crime; theories which claim 

religion has a criminogenic effect make it even more puzzling as the 

possibility exists that religion instead increases crime.  Renowned 

criminologist Cesar Lombroso once asserted that there were fewer 

criminals where atheists abound.  William Bonger, another well-known 

criminologist, claimed that as irreligion increases, crime tends to decrease 

(Cochran, 1989).  Based upon one study it has also been argued that both 

strong religious convictions and criminality tend to be associated with low 

intelligence, social status, and education levels (Ellis, pg. 502, 1985).  If 
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there is any validity to such claims, then difficulty exists in determining 

the direction that religion has on crime; whether it is caused by the 

presence of religion, or if it is instead caused by these other factors of low 

social status, education, and intelligence levels. 

Another idea on how religion can have a criminogenic effect is that 

it might neutralize the fear of death, allowing or even encouraging 

offending.  An argument which is popularly held by many people is that 

the belief in an afterlife typically serves as a deterrent and reason to live a 

promising life within the boundaries of the law.  Whether out of ignorance 

or simply distorting religion to their liking, one study on hardcore street 

offenders actually found that offenders sometimes exploit religious 

doctrines to their own justifications and as a reason to commit more 

crimes (Topalli et al., 2012).  If offenders claim to believe in a higher 

power and truly feel that there is something better waiting for them after 

death, then this belief could serve to encourage their criminal behaviors by 

eliminating their fears of death and of the earthly consequences for their 

actions.  This could be due to certain offenders having incomplete beliefs 

in which they may not fully understand the rules and expectations of their 

faiths, or the specifics surrounding the religious doctrines of their 

proclaimed religions (Topalli et al., 2012).  It is also possible that religion 

can be purposely manipulated to serve an ends that go against mainstream 

values, such as what happens when religious indoctrination leads to 

terrorism (Topalli et al., 2012).  Under this theory, the social control aspect 
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of religion is emphasized to control people to behave in certain ways or 

commit certain acts under religious justifications.  If this can be 

accomplished, individuals who are led into such exploitation might be 

convinced to hurt or kill others or themselves.  They might commit 

terrorist acts such as suicide-bombings, believing it to be a path to 

salvation.  They might even be convinced that their religious causes are so 

noble as to go to war with others to protect their beliefs (Hill & Kenney, 

2007; Johnston, 2010; Kingsley, 2010). 

Clearly, there are strong arguments and compelling theories on 

both sides of the crime-religion debate.  Scores of studies which have 

looked at religious effects on crime have for the most part provided a wide 

gamut of possibilities.  It is apparent that certain elements of religion do 

tend to frequently show up among the research which show a negative 

relationship between religion and crime.  In other instances common 

themes emerge which show religion to have almost no impact on certain 

types of crime and delinquency, in some cases they show that religion 

actually leads to greater crime. 

 

 

 

 

 



16 
 

III. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Despite the fact that there are some obvious flaws in studying 

religion and crime with information sometimes contradicting itself, certain 

themes do appear to emerge quite often when looking at the effect that 

religion has on it.  As Stark proposed, the context in which religion is 

studied in relation to crime may be of some of the greatest importance.  

Putting even ecological explanations aside though, common trends such as 

an observed negative association between religiousness and crime often 

show from the vast literature available on crime and religion.  Even if this 

is so, one cannot be overly cautious by taking a neutral stance due to the 

apparent bias that exists amongst different researchers and poor research 

methods in assessing the crime religion relationship.  Far too often 

religious implications are drawn from studies that too narrowly define 

what religion is.  It is not uncommon for only one or a few items to be used 

in measuring religiousness, often times this is by church attendance rates 

or religious denominations.  It is also not uncommon for only a few types 

of crime or delinquency to be looked at in relationship to religion.  What 

may show religion to deter or reduce the likelihood of crime in some 

aspects may increase crime in other aspects.  
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On Students and Adolescents 

When studying the literature on the subject, one common theme is 

that religion impacts juvenile delinquency.  In addition to promising 

findings in regards to juvenile offending, religion is also claimed to affects 

other life aspects of juveniles as well which could affect delinquency and 

future deviance.  Grasmick et al. (1991) referred to a number of studies in 

which an inverse relationship has been shown between personal religiosity 

and deviant behaviors in youths (Grasmick et al, 1991).   Cochran (1989) 

reported that strongly religious youth are much less likely to report 

experiences of premarital intercourse.  He also claimed based upon study 

findings that youth involvement in vandalism, theft, substance abuse, and 

weapon use, was less for strongly religious youth as opposed to those who 

are weakly religious (Cochran,1989).  Given that these assertions were 

made based upon findings from self-reports, a possibility exists that the 

more religious youth were not as truthful in self-reporting, possibly out of 

fear for religious repercussions.  Still, it should not go unnoticed the 

potential that religion appears to have on younger individuals and on 

students. 

Warnings have been given about the problem in making a 

connection between religion and deviant behavior in youths.  Tittle and 

Welch (1983) claimed that due to younger persons being at an 

impressionable age, the role of religion might have is hard to predict.  

Where religiosity might reflect family and peer influences, or parental 
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coercion, its true effect might be muted (Tittle & Welch, 1983).  This seems 

like a logical claim to suppose that religious effects are hard to predict at 

such a delicate stage in a person’s life.  Whatever promising effects religion 

might show on reducing delinquency could be short-lived given that 

youths are quite impressionable at this stage.  Once they are no longer as 

greatly influenced by family pressures, or once the possibility that parental 

coercion fades away, the effects that religion may have had could be 

altogether nullified.  Still, this argument could be countered in that the 

impressionability of younger individuals and students might be a perfect 

cause to pursue religion as a crime and delinquency deterrent.  Where the 

effects of religion might be hard to predict at such an age or where its 

effects might only be temporary; if religion has any positive short-term or 

long-term effects than it would be ideal to support religion and religious 

programming for the possible benefits they could have.  

On Suicide Perceptions and Occurrence 

Suicide is another critical area which tends to show an inverse 

relationship between religion and it.  From the literature available it 

frequently seems that as religiousness increases, risk of suicide decreases 

(Bainbridge, 1989; Gearing & Lizardi, 2009).  Similarly, as religiousness 

increases, one’s likelihood of depression also seems to diminish (Bhugra, 

2010).  This is not to say that this effect will be the same among all world 

religions and in all places. In fact, the effect that religion has on suicide 

and depression for Christians might be very different than its effects with 
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Hindus, Muslims, or other world religions.  These effects could be 

significantly different when comparing locations and other contextual 

factors as well; such as when comparing suicide between Christians in the 

United States and those in the Middle East or a South American country.  

The culture surrounding religion in different regions of the world will 

presumably have an impact in suicide and depression rates as well.  For 

example, religions such as the Hindu faith which believe in rebirth may be 

much more tolerant and ambivalent towards suicide than religions such as 

Christianity or Islam which might view it as a more damning wrong-doing 

to oneself (Gearing & Lizardi, 2009). 

Criminologists like William Bainbridge (1989) offer evidence 

claiming a substantial negative correlation between church membership 

and suicide rates, findings claimed to replicate what many other studies 

have shown before (Bainbridge,1989).  As a whole, countries which are 

purportedly more religious have also been contended to have lower suicide 

rate as well (Gearing & Lizardi, 2009).  This could be due to religious 

sanctions such as the perceived threat of a hell or other negative 

consequences proclaimed among different religions in committing suicide.  

Narrowing it down further by religion, indications from research available 

also shows that suicide rates are significantly lower in Judaism and Islam 

than they are in comparison to the Hindu or Christian faiths.  When 

looking within the context of Christianity, Catholics and Baptists may have 
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higher incidence of suicide occurrence than those of Protestant faiths 

(Gearing & Lizardi, 2009). 

Collectively, it seems from several studies available on religion and 

suicide that religion is inversely related to both suicide and depression 

(Dervic et al., 2004; Gearing & Lizardi, 2009; Stack & Kposowa, 2011).  

The strength and direction of this relationship may depend on many 

contextual factors such as location, culture, and gender.  The relationship 

is also dependent upon which religions are being looked at and according 

to sub-sects within particular religions.  The logical assumption would 

seem to be that if one’s likelihood of suicide and depression are 

diminished with religion, than irreligion would increase one’s likelihood of 

the two.  It should also be expected that in countries with laws dictated by 

religion, suicide will be less prevalent.   This may be true in several Islamic 

countries whose legal systems have a strong religious foundation.  Certain 

studies have in fact made this inference with statistical evidence to help 

validate such a claim (Gearing & Lizardi, 2009). 

From a crime theory perspective, the implications of this are 

incalculable.  While it is extraordinarily difficult to measure the effects that 

religion might have on suicide and depression, the fact that there does 

appear to be some relationship is of great importance.  From a clinician’s 

perspective, for example, religion could foreseeably be used in assessing a 

patient’s suicide risk.  Suicide risk and depression overlap with many other 

theoretical and explanatory factors that are used to predict crime and 
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delinquency as well.  The relationship that religion seems to have in such 

instances seems to show its power in achieving group conformity, 

especially seeing that it has a relationship which affects entire cultures and 

populations of people.  If this conformity can be achieved in other aspects 

besides suicide than religion could potentially reduce other criminogenic 

personality traits that people might exhibit as well.  If religion is associated 

with a decreased likelihood of suicide and depression, than it could also be 

leading to greater control of one’s emotions, a more positive outlook on 

life, or greater self-control. These are bold assertions that demand greater 

research and to be looked at in greater depth.  They nonetheless show the 

importance and possible implications that religion has in the criminal 

justice realm, and the implications that can be drawn from a relationship 

being claimed in regards to suicide and depression.     

On Violent Crime 

The possibilities are seemingly endless when looking at religion in 

relation to crime.  Many crimes and acts are considered unlawful and the 

effects of religion in relation to each can vary significantly.  The context in 

which religion is looked at in relation to crime must always be carefully 

considered.  Not only can religious effects vary by the type of unlawful act, 

other considerations have to be made when analyzing the two; always 

bearing in mind that variables such as culture and location also contribute 

to any findings in relation to crime and religion.  It cannot be overstated 

that the correlation between crime and religion can vary depending on 
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something so simple such as whether or not an urban area is being looked 

at in relation to religious effects on crime, or instead a rural one is. 

That being said, one might wonder about some of the more 

concerning crimes in society and their relationship with religion.  When 

people think of crimes, minor delinquent acts such as petty theft, drug 

usage, or vandalism are not likely going to be the first thing that comes to 

mind.  Religion’s relationship to violent crimes might be of greater interest 

when it comes to criminal justice policymaking and getting the interest of 

the average citizen. 

In one study on religious institutional bases and violent crime, Lee 

(2006) showed evidence that where religious adherence rates were higher, 

violent crime rates were lower (Lee, 2006). The results of this finding 

seems to strengthen ecological explanations for religion impacting crime.  

With such a finding, it could be deduced then that where there are more 

churches or where there are more religious people, then violent crime 

rates will go down.  It has been argued that this is due to the reinforcement 

of faith-based norms and values that contradict crime and violent behavior 

(Lee, 2006).  If this is true then it re-enforces any claims of religion being 

a tool of social control and one that can achieve group conformity as well.  

If multiple studies were able to replicate this sort of finding and validate 

the claim, then it would beneficial to at least be supportive of religious 

programming and the presence of religion in one’s community.  
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Race is another contextual factor not yet discussed but of relevance 

when considering religion’s correlation to crime.  Not only is race 

important in regards to violent crime, but also in relationship to all 

criminal acts and delinquency in the context of religion. Like other 

contextual factors when dealing with religion, racial effects are likely to 

vary according to the criminal and religious aspects being analyzed.  

Ulmer and Harris (2013) controlled for this variable in one study 

conducted on race, religious contexts, and violence.  What was found was 

that violent crime rates were affected when controlling for race and in the 

context of religion.  What they deemed as county-wide religious adherence 

was associated with reduced white and black violence.  What they referred 

to as civically engaged religious adherence was found to be correlated with 

reduced white violence but not reduced African-American violence (Ulmer 

& Harris, 2013). They concluded that religious homogeneity was an 

important aspect in communities that have reduced violent crime, and that 

some groups of people, such as minorities, are more impacted by this than 

other groups are (Ulmer & Harris, 2013).   

Violent crime seems to be an area of concern when making a 

judgment call about the effects that religion has in relation to it.  Violent 

crime seems quick to receive public attention and to be of top priority in 

policymaking to reduce crime.  Unfortunately, the relationship between 

violent crime and religion seems less clear and is less convincing than it is 

with juvenile crimes or other criminal acts.  Lester (1987) found that 
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church attendance was negatively related to homicide rates, but that this 

relationship was not a strong predictor of personal violence rates.  Other 

literature on the topic such as by Joubert (1994), has shown religious 

affiliation and homicide to be unrelated.  The studies conducted by Ulmer 

and Harris (2013) and Lee (2006) strengthened the argument for religion 

having a negative relationship with violent crime (Joubert, 1994; Lee, 

2006; Lester, 1987; Ulmer & Harris, 2013). 

The implication seems to be that the literature on religion and its 

relationship to violent crime is still unclear and demanding of greater 

attention.  The contradictoriness of religion and crime shows through in 

reviewing the literature on the topic.  This does not mean that a 

relationship does not exist between violent crime and religion, instead that 

relationship may simply be weaker or in need of being studied in different 

context than what several studies have attempted.       

On Terrorism and Increasing Crime 

 It seems necessary when reviewing the literature on criminality and 

religion to also mention the connection, if one exists, between religion and 

terrorism.  While separate from traditional modes of crime, terrorism is 

still crime in essence, and crime that many people may feel is associated 

with religious causes.  If terrorism is motivated by religious purposes then 

if would affirm the notion that religion is a tool of social control, and one 

that can be used for harming others.  While certain perspectives on 

religion believe that religion is beneficial in reducing a person’s likelihood 
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of being a criminal, the terrorist assumption is one that considers religion 

to promote violence as a means to an end.  Once again, the obscurity of 

religion’s effects on crime come to light with this consideration.  If these 

assertions are true than the effects of religion become quite ambiguous. 

Convincing research sometimes shows religion to deter or reduce 

criminality in aspects such as juvenile offending and violent crime yet 

other studies show this ambiguity by claiming it is the motivating force 

behind many terrorist acts which also include crime and violence (James, 

1995; Kingsley, 2010; Ranstorp, 1996). 

One assertion on the prevalence of religious-motivated terrorism is 

that over 20 percent of all international terrorist incidents are caused by 

religious fanatics (James, 1995).  Of those religious fanatics it has been 

stated that they often are unconstrained in the lethality and nature of 

violence that they use.  When they commit these acts, they justify them in 

defense of their faith and the community (Ranstorp, 1996).    It has also 

been stated that religious terrorists are known to resort to assassinations, 

kidnappings, hijackings, bombings, and suicide bombing.  The targets, or 

victims, of their acts are selected in order to create the most psychological 

trauma that can be achieved and to boost religious credentials (Ranstorp, 

1996). 
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The belief that religion can be used as a justification for crime is 

shown again when looking at the different perspectives on the causes of 

terrorism.  In a post 9/11 era it seems to be the majority opinion of many 

scholars that religion is at the root of most terrorist attacks (Kingsley, 

2010).  It is also believed that terrorists sometimes justify their violent 

actions with religion, even though their goals may be more political, 

cultural, or economically motivated (Kingsley, 2010).  Similar to the 

street-offenders mentioned before who might justify their offenses and 

commit future offenses due to religious reasons (Topalli et al., 2012); 

terrorists too may be equally likely to justify their actions for the same 

reasons.  Whether religion is used manipulatively, or whether religious 

principles are just distorted and misunderstood, it does not seem 

appropriate to leave out the possibility that religion is the motivator 

behind many terrorist attacks and other criminal acts.  Terrorism itself 

seems to be a topic that is grandiose enough to be looked at all on its own 

in relationship to the effects and relationship that religion might have on 

it. It seems necessary to mention it in either case when attempting to show 

the size and scope that religion may have in affecting human behavior and 

in motivating and justifying crime.     
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IV. FAITH-BASED PROGRAMMING AND EFFECTS 

 

A topic that deserves much greater attention than can be given in 

this paper in regards to religion and crime is the implementation of faith-

based and other religious programs that are specifically designed to impact 

crime or change offenders in a way that causes them to live a positive and 

crime-free lifestyle.  Essentially, faith-based programs are social service 

programs that have a religious basis to them with a goal to achieve an 

intended outcome from the effects that religion purportedly has.  In the 

criminal justice realm this most commonly refers to correctional programs 

for inmates in an attempt to lead them away from a criminal lifestyle.  The 

goal of many religious advocates of these programs is that offenders will 

learn about God with salvation or repentance being the intended goal.  For 

many others the hope is instead that offenders will be introduced to more 

pro-social behaviors and will conform to conventional societal values, 

being deterred from a life-style of crime.  

One of the intended goals of many faith-based programs is to 

reduce recidivism. Clear & Sumter (2002) discuss another goal from the 

religious aspect of faith-based programs which is improving prisoner 

inmate-adjustment.  This is an interesting aspect of religion in relationship 

to the criminal justice system.  Perhaps religion is someday determined to 

be of little significance in relation to crime causation or deterrence.  Its 

importance in theory and application would still be equally important if it 
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could be found to lead to better-adjustment for those who are 

incarcerated. If better adjustment while incarcerated is possible, then once 

again there would be some positive benefits achieved from religion and 

reason to support faith-based initiatives.  It might be speculated that the 

introduction to religion for many offenders is the push they need to steer 

their lives in a crime-free direction.  Perhaps it gets them involved in more 

positive social activities and introduces them to positive like-minded 

peers.  Maybe instead it could give offenders a sense of purpose and 

understanding that they had lacked before.  If faith-based initiatives lead 

to better inmate adjustment, than it could hypothetically also reduce 

depression while incarcerated.  It could potentially reduce ones risk of 

suicide, or even reduce idle time and opportunities for offending. 

What Clear & Sumter (2002) found seemed to be quite clear from 

their study.  Their study which included a sample of 769 prison inmates 

from 20 different prisons showed a significant relationship between the 

religiousness of inmates and multiple measures of inmate adjustment to 

the prison environment.  Of importance in their work it was found that 

inmate religiousness was related to the number of times inmates were 

placed into disciplinary confinement for rule violations.  Greater 

religiousness was also associated with less self-reported disciplinary 

confinements.  It was also reported from their findings that religious 

inmates reported lower levels of depression than non-religious inmates.  
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Higher levels of self-esteem and self-mastery were also claimed by inmates 

who were more religious (Clear & Sumter, 2002).   

Emotionally adjusting to the prison environment and coping while 

incarcerated are likely benefited from religion based upon the findings 

from Clear and Sumter.  If these study results are accurate and able to be 

replicated elsewhere then religion would also likely play a role in the 

committing of criminal acts.  Some crime theories and literature on the 

topic make a connection between self-esteem and criminality (Ostrowsky, 

2010; Wheeler, 2010).  Clear and Sumter’s findings of less disciplinary 

confinement for prison rule violations would likely extend outside the 

prison walls as well. Greater emotional adjustment likely relates to greater 

self-esteem, in turn criminal recidivism could potentially decline.  It could 

be implied that if religion is able to deter rule violations inside the prison, 

than it could also foreseeably deter crime outside the prison as well.   

There is a growing body of literature available which focuses on 

faith-based programs and whether or not they are able to curb crime or 

reduce recidivism rates (Byron, 2012; Cei, 2010; Dodson et al., 2011; Duwe 

& King, 2012; Thomsen, 2005; Topalli et al., 2012).  A trend seems to be 

emerging in which faith-based programs have been shown to reduce 

recidivism.  Dodson et al. (2011) made this claim in an assessment that 

was undertaken to explore faith-based programs.  They asserted what has 

been discovered by this literature review as well, which is that the 

effectiveness of faith-based programs appears to be beneficial for 
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offenders.  Their own research opinion was that faith-based programs 

worked to reduce recidivism (Dodson et al., 2011).  They cautioned 

however about making conclusions from faith-based programs, despite a 

seemingly majority view of findings which show faith-based programs in 

being able to reduce recidivism.   

While there is a stake in the claim that faith-based programs can 

reduce recidivism and have positive benefits for offenders, it should not be 

stated with any surety here either, or as an absolute, that this will always 

be the case.  Seemingly, it does appear that faith-based programs generally 

have positive benefits and implications for offenders.  The success of faith-

based programs will likely be dependent in part as to the specific 

motivations of the programs being implemented, their intended goals, and 

the structure as to how they are incorporated and put into place.  It seems 

logical to assume that the effects of a faith-based program for offenders 

will differ to some degree depending on the status and offense history in 

which an individual is incarcerated for, or in a faith-based program for.  

For example, the effects of faith-based programming and religiousness will 

likely be different when looking at whether an individual is a violent 

offender or perhaps one who is found guilty of some property or sex crime 

instead.  The wide gamut of offense types will likely yield different results 

when looking at the totality of effects that faith-based programs might 

have.   
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V. CRITICISMS AND PROBLEMS METHODOLOGY 
 

 It seems that no matter what inferences are made about the 

relationship between religion and crime, inherent problems and flaws 

exist within the literature that make it a confounding topic with no easy 

solution about how one’s criminality is affected by religion.  Even when the 

strength of many studies and the arguments in favor of religion show it to 

reduce one’s likelihood of criminality, something seems to usually come 

along which counters those arguments or show that they may not 

necessarily be true.  The crime religion dilemma is one that is multi-

faceted, having many positive implications and inferences that can be 

drawn from it, as well as negative ones. In some instances the problem 

with crime and religion is that it simply must be looked at in greater 

context than what many analyses have provided or can provide. Often 

times analyses of religion narrowly define what it is, making assertions 

about it based off of one or two variables such as the frequency that an 

individual attends church or the denomination that they affiliate 

themselves with.  It has been observed by others that analyses conducted 

on crime and religion are often done with a limited number of religious-

oriented measures.  This may be a cause of concern in predicting the 

accuracy and relationship that exists between crime and religion (Reisig et 

al., 2012).  Of the more commonly-used religious-oriented measures, 

church attendance rates over a given time seem to be one of the most 

frequent measures used to determine religiousness in relationship to 
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crime and offending.  Questionnaires which ask individuals how religious 

they believe themselves to be or how active they are in church activities 

seem quite common and well.  Both seem to narrowly define what religion 

is and how it should be measured.   

Future studies on the crime and religion topic may want to consider 

placing greater emphasis on childhood religious experiences. 

Recommendations for religious-measures such as how often an individual 

prays or speaks to a higher power, whether they attended a parochial 

school, or how much time they spend each day thinking about religion, 

could all more greatly expand and elaborate on what we know about crime 

and religion than what can be made known from only church attendance 

rates or denominational affiliation.  Perhaps integrating all of these 

religious-measures into one analysis would provide some interesting and 

compelling findings.  When looking at offense types it seems equally 

important to have a broad item measurement list rather than limiting a 

study to only a select few offense types. Narrowly confining studies to 

strict community settings or geographic locales may also hinder the true 

potential of studies and what they can contribute to our greater knowledge 

of crime and religion.  Contextual and community factors are an important 

area of concern in relation to crime and religion.  Findings in a 

metropolitan area for example may show to be irrelevant to findings in a 

rural area.  Similarly, studies that look at an area with a high-level of 

religious individuals of churches may provide findings that do not coincide 
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with what might be true in an area where more atheists abound or where 

there is less of a religious presence.   

Finally, it must be taken into consideration the potential for bias 

that exists within the literature on crime and religion.  Bias can easily go 

undetected from the untrained eye.  It should be considered a possibility 

that bias may have been introduced into many criminological research 

studies at some point.  This could easily be done willfully or unknowingly 

by a study author or the participants who partake in their research.  Other 

researchers have agreed in this disposition, considering bias a crucial area 

of concern which impedes the furtherance of our knowledge of crime and 

religion (Cochran, 1989; Ellis, 1985; Heaton, 2006).  Avoiding this bias 

altogether seems virtually impossible to do.  At best one can only train 

themselves to spot and detect bias within the literature, and be cognizant 

of its potential effects and implications. 
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VI. SUMARRY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

The question was posed as to whether or not religion affected a 

person’s likelihood of committing crime.  It was also pondered whether 

one’s degree of religiousness or religious affiliation would affect a person’s 

likelihood of offending.  After reviewing much literature available on the 

topic, no answer seems able to satisfy by definitively saying religion 

impacts crime in one way or another.  It cannot simply be stated that 

religion causes or deters one’s likelihood of crime.  What can be stated is 

that there are in many cases a relationship between the two; the effects of 

which are largely dependent on contextual factors that have to be taken 

into consideration.   

The relationship between religion and crime depends on a 

multitude of factors such as criminal offense types, ecological setting, 

religious affiliation, strength of religious adherence, and demographic 

characteristics.  In many instances religion can demonstrably show to have 

a negative relationship with a person’s criminality, showing that its 

presence is beneficial and useful in criminal justice policy and practice.  

The success of many faith-based prison programs seem to reinforce this 

position.  Other examples have been observed however in which religion is 

used to justify offending.  It is also not uncommon to find zero correlation 

between religion and a person’s criminality. 
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Despite what seems to be a majority opinion of much research that 

religion negatively affects criminality, the expressed view here is that this 

determination can only be made based on individual and contextual 

factors rather than crime as a whole.  From a criminal justice program or 

policymaking perspective it seems beneficial to support certain religious 

programming and faith-based programs.  By-and-large there appears to be 

many benefits obtained from these initiatives.  The possibility of religion 

reducing suicide-risk and the potential for religion to generate greater 

adjustment and emotional benefits while offenders are incarcerated may 

be reason enough to support these programs and to believe they are 

beneficial. 

It seems like a safe assumption to say that the body of crime and 

religion research will only continue to grow in the near future.  Surely as 

the research progresses in this topic, greater awareness and understanding 

will be had as to what aspects of crime religion most greatly effects.  

Furthering, the research and literature available on this topic may allow 

for the implementation of more effective faith-based prison programs.  It 

will also help close the gap in what we do and do not know about religion 

and the effect that it has on criminality.   
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