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Abstract

This study examines the relationship between social inequality and
crime in Iran through the analytical framework of Gabriel Tarde’s
theory of imitation. The central problem of the research is to explain
how economic, educational, institutional, and symbolic inequalities
contribute to the reproduction of criminal behavior through processes
of social imitation and behavioral diffusion. The primary research
question asks how mechanisms of imitation shape the expansion and
persistence of criminal behavior within the context of social inequality
in contemporary Iran. The study hypothesizes that the weakening of
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legitimate pathways for social mobility encourages the emergence of
imitative criminal networks, thereby reinforcing deviant behavior and
facilitating the social transmission of crime. The research adopts a
qualitative design based on theoretical and documentary analysis,
drawing upon Iranian and international scholarly literature, official
statistical reports, criminological studies, and policy documents. The
findings indicate that social inequality promotes criminal behavior by
weakening cultural capital, undermining institutional trust, reinforcing
peer-based criminal networks, and increasing the attractiveness of
illegitimate status models. Rather than viewing crime solely as an
economic response to deprivation, the study demonstrates that
criminal behavior is reproduced through social learning, imitation, and
network-based interactions. The research concludes that effective
crime prevention policies should focus not only on reducing economic
inequality but also on strengthening legitimate social mobility,
rebuilding institutional trust, promoting positive social role models,
and interrupting the mechanisms through which criminal behaviors are
socially transmitted.

Keywords: Social Inequality; Crime; Theory of Imitation; Gabriel
Tarde; Social Networks; Iran.

Introduction

Crime has become one of the most significant social challenges confronting
contemporary societies, particularly those experiencing widening social and
economic inequalities. Traditional criminological explanations have
frequently emphasized poverty, unemployment, or individual characteristics
as the primary causes of criminal behavior. However, these approaches often
overlook the mechanisms through which criminal behavior spreads and
becomes socially reproduced. In Iran, increasing income disparities, urban
marginalization, unemployment, educational inequality, and declining social
trust have intensified concerns regarding the growth and diversification of
criminal activities. While previous Iranian studies have largely examined the
statistical association between poverty and crime, comparatively little
attention has been devoted to understanding how criminal behavior is
transmitted through social relationships and networks. Gabriel Tarde's theory
of imitation offers an alternative perspective by conceptualizing crime as a
socially transmitted phenomenon rather than merely an individual response
to deprivation. From this viewpoint, criminal behavior spreads through
interpersonal interaction, social learning, symbolic influence, and network
diffusion. This study therefore investigates how social inequality facilitates
the formation of criminal networks through processes of imitation and
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examines the implications of this relationship for crime prevention and
social policy in Iran.

Materials and Methods

This research employs a qualitative descriptive-analytical methodology
grounded in theoretical and documentary analysis. The analytical framework
is primarily based on Gabriel Tarde's theory of imitation, particularly his
concepts of imitation, innovation, social diffusion, the laws of imitation, and
relational social interaction. Documentary sources include Iranian and
international criminological literature, official crime statistics, reports
published by governmental institutions, international organizations, and
peer-reviewed academic research addressing crime, inequality, urban
marginalization, and social learning. The study synthesizes theoretical
arguments with empirical evidence concerning economic inequality,
educational disparities, symbolic deprivation, institutional weakness, peer
influence, and media environments in order to explain the reproduction of
criminal behavior in contemporary Iran. Rather than testing causal
relationships statistically, the research seeks to construct an integrated
theoretical explanation linking structural inequalities with network-based
mechanisms of behavioral transmission.

Discussion

The findings suggest that social inequality creates favorable conditions for
the emergence and reproduction of criminal behavior through interconnected
processes of social imitation. Economic deprivation alone does not
automatically generate crime; rather, inequality becomes criminogenic when
legitimate opportunities for social mobility decline and alternative models of
success become socially attractive. Tarde's theory demonstrates that criminal
behavior spreads through interpersonal relationships, peer groups,
neighborhoods, prisons, and increasingly through digital communication
networks. In Iran, structural inequalities weaken institutional trust, reduce
cultural capital, and limit educational opportunities, encouraging
marginalized individuals to adopt behaviors observed within their immediate
social environment. Symbolic inequality further reinforces this process by
increasing the social appeal of illegitimate wealth and status. Criminal
success may gradually acquire symbolic legitimacy within disadvantaged
communities, encouraging imitation by younger generations. The analysis
also indicates that prisons may unintentionally function as environments that
reinforce criminal learning when rehabilitation and social reintegration
mechanisms remain weak. Consequently, crime is better understood as a
socially reproduced phenomenon sustained through networks of interaction
rather than solely as the product of individual decision-making or material
deprivation.
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Results

The study concludes that the relationship between social inequality and
crime in Iran extends beyond economic deprivation to encompass broader
processes of social learning and behavioral diffusion. Economic,
educational, institutional, and symbolic inequalities collectively weaken
legitimate pathways of social advancement while strengthening the
attractiveness of alternative criminal networks. Peer groups, urban
marginalization, media exposure, and prison environments function as
important channels through which criminal behaviors are transmitted and
normalized. The findings further demonstrate that effective crime prevention
requires interventions beyond conventional punitive measures. Policies
aimed at reducing social inequality, expanding educational opportunities,
strengthening institutional legitimacy, rebuilding social trust, improving
post-release reintegration, and promoting legitimate models of social success
are essential for interrupting the cycles of criminal imitation. Ultimately,
Gabriel Tarde's theory provides a valuable theoretical framework for
understanding how crime is reproduced within unequal societies and offers
important insights for developing comprehensive social and criminal justice
policies in Iran.
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