
Sociological Theories:
Critical Perspectives 

Chapter Eight



Labeling Theory

Three issues of concern:

The definition of deviance and crime.
Possible discrimination in  the application 
of official labeling and sanctions.
The effect of labeling on continued 
criminality.



Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic Interactionism –
…human interaction is mediated by the use 
of symbols, by interpretation, by 
ascertaining the meaning of one another’s 
actions. (Stimulus and response in the case 
of human behavior.)



Symbolic Interactionism

Herbert Blummer-
…we act towards things according to the 
meaning we give them.
…meaning arises out of social interaction.
…in any situation, we go through an 
internal process of interpretation, (…), in 
order to assign meaning to the situation and 
decide how to act.



Interactionism-

Holds that the definitions of social 
phenomena, (deviance, social problems), 
are subjective.  A view that focuses on the 
process in which people act toward, respond 
to , and influence one another.  (Usually 
defined by people in dominant groups.)
W.I. Thomas- When men define situations 
as real, they are real in their consequences.



Labeling Theory

Howard S. Becker - 1963
No act is in and of itself, (intrinsically), by 
nature, criminal. When society makes laws, 
it makes criminals.
Criminal definitions are enforced in the 
interest of powerful groups by their official 
representatives, including the police, courts, 
correctional institutions and other 
administrative bodies.



Labeling Theory

A person does not become a criminal by 
violating the law.  He is designated a 
criminal by the reactions of authorities.  
(Powerful, judicial system)  
At what point is the defendant labeled?
The practice of dichotimitizing people into 
criminal and non-criminal categories is 
contrary to common sense and empirical 
evidence.



Labeling Theory

Only a few persons are caught in violation 
of the law though many may be equally 
guilty.  The people that are caught are 
singled out for special treatment – labeled 
guilty.
While the sanctions used in law 
enforcement are directed against the total 
person and not only the criminal act, the 
penalties vary according to the 
characteristics of the offender.  



Labeling Theory

Criminal sanctions also vary according to 
other characteristics of the offender, and for 
any given offense they tend to be most 
frequently and most severe among males, 
the young, the unemployed or 
underemployed, the poorly educated, 
members of the lower classes, members of 
minorities, transients, and residents of 
deteriorated urban areas.



Labeling Theory

Criminal justice is founded on a stereotyped 
conception of the criminal as a pariah, a 
willful wrongdoer who is morally bad and 
deserving of the community’s 
condemnation. (A person who needs to be 
punished.)



Labeling Theory

The individual, when confronted by public 
condemnation and the label “criminal”,  will 
not be able to maintain a self-concept of 
respect and self-decency: will result in him 
becoming a criminal.  (Secondary 
deviation.)



Conflict Theory/Radical Theory

Conflict Theory-
…a theoretical perspective that emphasizes 
conflict, contradictions, inequalities, and 
injustice as permanent aspects of society 
and a major source of social change.



Conflict Theory/Radical Theory

Class-
…those people who stand in a similar 
position with regard to their opportunities to 
acquire the society’s economic rewards.
…a group determined by the role it plays in 
economic production.



Conflict & Radical Theory

Class Consciousness –
…the shared awareness that members of a 
social class have about their common 
situations and interests.
…recognition by the members of a class of 
the role they play in the production process.



Conflict & Radical Theory

Marx’s Analysis-
…a class consists of all those people who 
share a common relationship to the means 
of production.
Bourgeoisis- Superordinate  Class
…owners of the means of production, 
(property, factories, capital).



Marx’s Analysis: Cont’d

Proletariat- Subordinate Class
…those who work for them.  (That group of 
people who have nothing to sell but their 
labor in order to live.)
What is the relationship between the 
Bourgeoisie and the Proletariat?
Exploitation -



Marx’s Conflict Theory

Major propositions of Conflict Theory:

I. The more unequal the distribution of 
scarce resources in a system, the more 
conflict of interest between dominant and 
subordinate segments in a system.



Marx’s Conflict Theory

II. The more subordinate segments become 
aware of their true collective interests, the 
more likely they are to question the 
legitimacy of the existing pattern of 
distribution of scarce resources.



Marx’s Conflict Theory

III. The more subordinate segments of a 
system are aware of their collective interest 
and the greater their questioning of the 
legitimacy of the distribution of scarce 
resources, the more likely they are to join 
overt conflict against dominant segments of 
a system.



Marx’s Conflict Theory

IV.The greater the ideological unification of 
members of subordinate segments of a 
system and the more developed their 
political leadership structure, the more 
polarized  the dominant and subjugated 
segments of a system.



Marx’s Conflict Theory

V. The more polarized the dominant and 
subjugated, the more violent the conflict 
will be.
VI.The more violent the conflict, the more 
structural change of the system and the 
greater the redistribution of scarce 
resources.
Dialectic – (Materialism)



Marx’s Analysis

Lumpen-proletariat-
…a group existing outside the system of 
economic production, who cannot be 
incorporated into the economic system in 
any meaningful way. (Parasites on society)
(Likely candidates for crime and 
delinquency.)
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