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For example, if a person becomes known as an alcoholic, prostitute, liar, cheater,
juvenile delinquent, or by any other negative label or reputation, the social status or
prestige position of that individual is ranked accordingly. Conversely, people can also
be given positive labels, such as gifted and talented, honest, hard working, or good
person. With each label goes a new role and set of social expectations. The person is
expected to behave in harmony with the social role assignment. In other words, labe-
ling is a_public declaration of one’s social identity—of what society perceives and
expects the individual to be and do. Thus, in one sense, societal labeling is being pub-
licly “branded.” It is extremely difficult to escape the label—whether rightly or wrongly
applied—because it not only imputes a social identity, but also leads to a redefinition
of the relationship and expectations between the person labeled and the other members
of the society. Labeling Theory contends that the causal explanation for much juvenile
delinquency, as well as a large share of the responsibility, can be traced to society itself.

Early Contributions to Labeling Theory

Labeling Theory has its roots in some of the early ideas of social psychologists
Charles Horton Cooley and W. I. Thomas. Cooley ([1902] 1964), in his classic concept
of the Looking-Glass Self, observed that an individual’s self-evaluation and self-identity
are a reflection of one’s perception of other people’s reactions to his or her conduct. Broadly
applied to adolescent behavior, juveniles use those with whom they interact, like a
mirror that reflects back an image (a social identity), which is then internalized as
part of the youths’ self-concept. If juveniles perceive that others view them as delin-
quent, they are very likely to accept that label.

W. I. Thomas (1931) contributed the concept of Definition of the Situation,
which essentially means that when people define a situation as real, it becomes real in
its consequences. This concept further illuminated the process whereby certain acts
are socially defined as deviant or delinquent and the juvenile who commits an act
so defined becomes labeled as “delinquent.” This is similar to Robert Merton’s idea
of the Self-fulfilling Prophecy as a catalyst for eliciting future behavior of the pre-
scribed kind. According to Merton (1957), when the members of a social group define a
person or event in a certain way, they may in fact shape future circumstances and activities
so that the anticipated and projected behavior comes to pass.

Tannenbaum'’s Concept of “Tagging”

In 1938, with the publication of Crime and Community by Frank Tannenbaum, an inno-
vative application of the labeling perspective was made to criminology. Tannenbaum
emphasized the treatment of the offender that makes a habitual criminal out of the
accidental or occasional one. Thus, the greater evil lies in the societal treatment, not
in the original act. Tannenbaum (1938) called this demonization process tagging and
pointed out that people usually start out by viewing a youth’s behavior as bad and
then gradually begin to view the youth as bad. Consequently, the process of defining
a youth as delinquent involves tagging an individual in a way that creates the very
behavior that is trying to be eliminated. i

The process of tagging led to Tannenbaum’s (1938:8, 20) somber conclusion:
“The adult criminal is usually the delinquent child grown up. . .. The person becores
the thing he [sic] is described as being.”
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Edwin Schur emerged as another outspoken proponent of the labeling perspec-
tive on delinquency. In his book Radical Non-intervention (1973), he asserted that we
must rethink the delinquency problem—a topic we explore in detail in Chapter 16.
The label of delinquency has been so overused and so widely applied that it covers
everything from talking back to parents and truancy, to forcible rape and first-degree
murder. As Schur pointed out, both the terms juvenile and delinquent areascribed sta-
tuses. That is to say, they are labels assigned to some youths by the society in which
they live. Schur insisted that so-called delinquents are neither internally nor exter-
nally different from nondelinquents except for the fact that they have been officially
processed by the justice system and so labeled.

A less radical labeling viewpoint of criminal and juvenile justice procedures
has been set forth by David Kauzlarich (2009). He asserted that criminologists and
legal authorities have long attempted to distinguish between those acts of mala in
se—considered inherently evil (such as murder and rape) and mala prohibita—those
considered evil only because they are prohibited (such as gambling and alcohol consump-
tion by minors). The labeling approach provides valuable insights into the latter cat-
egory, as a vast number of the acts committed by juveniles that come to be labeled as
delinquent clearly fall under it. The wide variety of acts that become treated as status
offenses for juveniles are not considered evil in and of themselves but merely have
been labeled as inappropriate behavior for juveniles.

Additional support for the labeling argument has been derived from the
research of David Ward and Charles Tittle (1993:60) whose findings suggest that
“sanctioning and labeling of norm violators significantly affects the likelihood that
an offender will develop a deviant identity and that such identities significantly
affect the likelihood of recidivism.” However, they caution that the traditional labe-
ling process is just one of several ways that recurring deviance may be produced.
Moreover, labeling may be more relevant in explaining minor acts of deviance and
delinquency than for major offenses.

Ordinarily, the labeling explanation of crime and delinquency focuses almost
exclusively on the negative effects impacting the offender. A growing body of litera-
ture has analyzed the modified self-identity and subsequent patterns of secondary
deviance emerging from initial social assessments of deviants and their primary mis-
conduct. J. Scott Kenny (2002) extended this interactive labeling process to include
the victims of crime. His unique approach focused on the consequences of differen-
tial societal reactions of sympathy offered by friends, family, and community to victims
suffering the loss of a loved one through murder. Similar to findings from studies on
social labeling of criminal deviants, Kenny found that primary and secondary devi-
ance, modification of personal identification, and role accommodation “each have
their conceptual counterpart in the experience of victims” (Kenny, 2002:235).

Criticisms and Limitations of Labeling Theory

The reviews of Labeling Theory are mixed and sometimes contradictory. The weak-
nesses cited by critics are diametric opposites to the strengths referred to by pro-
ponents. For example, much has been made of Labeling Theory’s focus on societal
reaction as a key factor in producing deviance (e.g., Becker, 1973; Erikson, 1964). In
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BOX 6.2

GLOBAL FOCUS ON DELINQUENCY: British “Hooligans”:

Labeling, Social Class, and Delinquency in

Great Britain

One of the most disparaging and stigmatizing
labels in the United Kingdom is that of hooligan.
First used by the British press during the latter
part of the Victorian era, the term is still widely
used by royalty; Members of Parliament; police
officers; judges; and members of the upper, mid-
dle, and working class 10 refer to rowdy youths,
youth gangs, vandals, and other juvenile delin-
quents and young criminals (Schwarz, 1996).
Today, hooliganism is most associated with
rowdy, young football (soccer) fans who paint
their faces and bodies in team colors, drink heav-
ily, yell and spit at opposing players and fans,
and often wreak havoc on pubs and neighbor-
hoods near stadiums and underground stops
after matches (Frosdick and Marsh, 2005).
Augusto De Venanzi (2008:203) contends
that the hooligan label developed out of a strong
need for middle-class Victorians to label and stig-
matize what “they perceived to be a declining
aristocracy and a degenerated working-class.”
Over a period of time, the term came to refer to
a “criminal class” that was routinely vilified and
denigrated by “proper” Victorian society and
the press. As the label became popularized, the
media attached it to almost any criminal act, and
anytime adolescent boys or young men were
seen in groups on the streets, it was assumed
that they were hooligans up to no good. As
most street crimes became attributed to hooli-
gans, a " moral panic” was created that allowed
the aristocracy and police to exert more social
control over the warking class through social,
legislative, and judicial means.

achieve certain culturally approved obj
material possessions, and other symbols of eCconomic success.

objectives are money,

Steven Humphries (1997) pointed out that
public perception that hooligans were unem-
ployed youths who roamed the streets wreak-
ing havoc and committing street crimes was not
3ccurate as many young men who were labeled
as hooligans were actually gainfully employed in
a wide range of semi-skilled and unskilled jobs in
factories and mines. Nevertheless, the label hooli-
gan took on such a powerful meaning that it not
only shaped attitudes toward individuals tagged
with it, but legitimated the ruling class's efforts to
exert even more formal and informal social con-
trol over the entire working class and underclass.

How does the creation and application of
the “hooligan” label in the United Kingdom exem-
plify tenets of Labeling Theory? How could you
apply Radical/Conflict theories to explain its uses?

Sources
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2. Greasers, also called “hoods,” “homeboys,” “thugs,” or “hodads.” This group is
largely composed of lower-class and minority youths.

3. Intellectuals, members of this group are often called “brains,” “bookworms,” or
“nerds.”

Not all youths neatly fit into one or another of these categories. There can be
considerable overlap of individuals who comfortably interact with more than one
group. There likely will be some individuals who do not readily identify with any of
these social strata or networks in a given school or community. There is also consid-
erable crossover based on a blurring of socioeconomic background. For example, ath-
letes may be identified as “jocks,” and those interested in skateboards may be known
as “skaters” regardless of the socioeconomic status of their families. Nevertheless, in
spite of such irregularities, the Schwendingers posited that virtually all youths find
some specific clique with which they can identify.

The theoretical formulation developed by Herman and Julia Schwendinger to
explain juvenile delinquency is called Instrumental Theory. This theory describes
misbehavior as motivated by calculated and selfish designs upon the victims—not
dissimilar from the rationalizations of the “greedy bourgeoisie” described by Karl
Marx. The delinquent has a utilitarian attitude regarding the illegal act as well as of
the victim as a “legitimate” object of exploitation (“What is in it for me?”) (Carey and
McAnany, 1984:138).

Moreover, the Schwendingers” instrumental theory conceptualized delinquency
as importantly linked to a youth’s social network, contending that members of some
stratum formations are more likely to become delinquent than others and that delin-
quent conduct manifested by members of one stratum or social network may vary sig-
nificantly from the kind of delinquency most common in other groups. For example,
youths with economically deprived backgrounds are not only more likely to become
involved with the network identified as “greasers,” but are apt to participate in theft,

burglaries, and perhaps violence (especially if they join a gang). On the other hand,
middle-class youths who are identified as “socialites,” while perhaps equally delin-
quent, are more likely to engage in truancy, vandalism, shoplifting, and less violent
forms of law violation. These ideas are consistent with Chambliss’ study of Saints and
Roughnecks discussed in Box 6.1. Thus, in another sense, membership in a particular
stratum or subgroup has an “instrumental” function—serving as a vehicle for a social
identity and enhancing opportunity and motivation for various specialized activities—
even juvenile delinquency. Youths identified as “intellectuals,” regardless of their par-
ents’ social class, are less likely to become involved in serious illegal behavior.

Contributions of Radical/Conflict Theories

In our study of various theoretical perspectives and approaches that explain human
behavior, we must be cautious that some viewpoints are not summarily rejected sim-
ply because personal biases and preferences interfere with objective considerations.
Radical criminology is in danger of such a fate because it is philosophically linked
with Marxist Conflict Theory and boldly calls for revolutionary revision of the polit-
ical and economic institutions that are assumed to define crime and delinquency in
support of upper-class domination of the underclass. The United States has a long
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RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY
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proponents believe that rigorous sanctions for law violation will likely inhibit other
potential criminals and delinquents from embarking on such a course. This perspec-
tive, known as Deterrence Theory, encompasses a spectrum of contemporary “get

tough” treatment policies and programs, ranging from the reinstatement of corporal

punishment in schools to demands that youths indicted for serious crimes should
face adult crim

ce adult criminal courts and the possibility of more severe penalties, including cap-
ital punishment. The deterrent effects of such uncompromising societal responses
are thought to strike directly at the recidivism of chronic offenders and serve as a
warning to other possible law violators in the general population. Such a deterrence
policy and program have been endorsed by Ernest van den Haag (1975), a professor
of jurisprudence at Fordham University, and numerous others.

Deterrence Theorists differentiate between specific deterrence, which are pun-
ishments that discourage an individual from committing similar acts in the future, and gen-
eral deterrence, which discourages others from committing similar acts. General deter-
rence is preferable to specific deterrence—otherwise, every individual criminal or
delinquent must be caught and punished in order to deter further crime or delin-
quency. In order for punishment to have general deterrence value, it must be highly
visible and socially recognized.

A ghastly application of swift and severe “punishment to suit the crime”
(without other considerations) has been portrayed on public television in a few
extremist countries. Convicted thieves are shown suffering brutal amputations
and brandings—without anesthetic. “As a device to intimidate political opposition and
reduce crime, the mutilations may be tragically effective” (Time, 1995:46).

Rational Choice and Deterrence Theories have found current support in the
United States among a segment of the public that has become disheartened by the
continuing high rates of crime and delinquency and the many failures of rehabilita-
tion. In the face of frightening and highly publicized violence and destruction car-
ried out by occasionally rampaging young people, some people have discounted the
validity of flawed inheritance, maladjusted personalities, dysfunctional families, and
disadvantaged social circumstances as legitimate causes of such deviance. In other
words, an exasperated and vociferous minority has overgeneralized and oversimpli-
fied the cause and effect and declared that a strong punishment response from a vic-
timized society is the natural and just reward for rational offenders freely choosing

illegal and antisocial behavior.

The emergence of Rational Choice Theory and accompanying Deterrence
Theory parallel a “get tough” attitude toward crime and delinquency. While propo-
nents of this perspective add some new insights into the cause and control of crime
and delinquency, they also regress some 200-plus years to breathe new life into the
assumptions and arguments of the old Classical School of Criminological Thought.
Consequently, it comes as no surprise that many of the 18th-century weaknesses of
this viewpoint take on new relevancy (Cullen, et al., 2009).

Evaluation of Rational Choice and Deterrence Theories

Continuing research applications of Rational Choice Theory have resulted in mixed
and tenuous generality. Part of the popularity of Rational Choice and Deterrence
Theories is that they appeal to “common sense,” and appear to have a straightforward
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STRENGTHENING THE FAMILY

Over the past three decades, perhaps no social institution has been paid more politi-
cal “lip service” and yet more ignored than the family. We learned in Chapters 5 and
8 that a strong social bond with the family is one of the most effective insulators
against delinquent behavior. Also, in Chapter 8, we explored ways in which the
family can be involved in delinquency prevention. In this chapter, we emphasize
that in addition to the many social, legal, and judicial changes we have suggested,
the process of rethinking the problem of delinquency must also involve strategies for
strengthening the family.

When we suggest strengthening the family, we are not referring to the hol-
low political rhetoric of promoting “traditional family values.” This popular
phrase often serves as a thinly veiled slur toward everything from dual-career
couples, to same-sex couples, to single-parent and even poor families, and it urges
a return to some mythical idyllic family of the past as portrayed by the media in
Leave It to Beaver and Father Knows Best. Such nostalgia may be comforting, but is
hardly practical or desirable. Rather, we suggest that meaningful social changes
must be made to accommodate and reinforce the importance of the entire spec-
trum of families as they exist in today’s real world—dual career, single-parent,
same-sex, blended, stepfamilies, and others. These changes should include but not

be limited to:

* adequate and affordable day care for working couples with children and for
single parents;

¢ paid maternity and paternity leave;

* family leave days for parents of both sexes for children’s illnesses, parent—
teacher conferences, school functions, sporting events, and so on;

¢ adequate and affordable health care and health insurance for all families;

e equitable pay for women;

* access to affordable education, job training, and vocational counseling for all;

* educational, counseling, legal, and support services for families that suffer
domestic violence;

® support services for families in which a juvenile has broken the law;

* social, moral, financial, and legal accountability of parents for the whereabouts
and activities of their minor children.

The family is the primary agent of socialization and the first line of defense
against juvenile delinquency. If we are serious in our efforts to reduce and pre-
vent delinquent activities, our efforts must begin with strengthening the family.
Some states now hold parents of delinquent children accountable for the actions
of their minor children (e.g., truancy, property damage), but few if any provide
social, financial, or legal resources to families to deal with these troubled youths.
If we are to meaningfully rethink the problem of delinquency, we must provide
the resources necessary for families to successfully raise children, and then hold
them accountable to do so. This involves rethinking all aspects of society and
creating a cooperative effort among all social institutions. In that light, we turn

to education.
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Chapter 16

CHANGING THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM
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