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Labeling Theory

Support of the Theory

Tittle (1975) believes that on the basis of the evidence only
, the weakest implications of the perspective can be sustained.
However, he believes the theory cannot be totally dismissed
because its research data have been very poor and unscientific.
Tittle has suggested that there may be something to the effects of
labeling, but currently the theory is so roughly formulated that it is
impossible to test it empirically.
Paternoster and Lovanni (1989), however, take the opposite
view on the labeling theory. They see the problem as lying with the
critics, not the theory: “Empirical tests of the labeling perspective
 have been conducted with rather inelegant formulations of a com-
plex theory” (360). They believe that for the most part “empirical
tests of labeling propositions have been conducted with grossly
misrepresented hypotheses that are more caricature than character-
istic of the theory” (360). They further suggest two additional areas
for conducting more research. One area would examine the social
context in which the labeling occurs and the second would exam-
ine the cumulative effects created by the social characteristics of
the offender when being processed in the justice system.

Tittle (1975) and later Paternoster and Lovanni (1989) in
their critiques and literature reviews take contradictory viewpoints
concerning the results of “empirical” studies of labeling. At pres-
ent it seems that, depending on whose viewpoint one chooses to
endorse, labeling might have support in the empirical literature, and
then again it might not. The value of the theory might not lie in its
testability but in other issues it has raised.

Value of the Theory

Labeling theory affected social policy by providing theoret-
ical support for decriminalization, diversion, and deinstitutionaliza-
tion movements. It supports the view that we should decriminalize
“victimless crimes” since defining them as crimes and then react-
ing to them as crimes initiate the labeling process with its adverse
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consequences (Schur, 1965). The labeling perspective has sensl-
tized scholars to the importance of social, political, and economic
power in the formulation of the rules that regulate our 1ive§.

Labeling theory made a significant impact in scientific the-
orizing because of its stress upon a point to which science had not
paid much attention; namely, that societal reactions, perhaps more
than behavior, should become the object of study. The labeling pet-
spective is useful in directing our attention to a social process tbat
may, under some circumstances and for some kinds of people, rein-
force tendencies to violate the law, but it is not yet a fully devel
oped and empirically tested theory of crime and delinquency
(Conklin, 1989).

Labeling theory challenged the deterministic views of posi-
tivistic science by questioning the idea that there are universal laws
by which delinquency can be explained (Schur, 1971).
Delinquency is a social construct that is relative both to time and
place (Mankoff, 1971). At best, therefore, we can only hope to
understand how our own society operates since it is impossible to
derive theories that locate causes for delinquent behavior that are

both inherent within the individual and transcend both time and
culture (Sheley, 1979).

Conclusion

From the contemporary perspective of people who are
“coming out all over,” the labeled person is concerned with the
social affirmation of self. A person who has lived in shame and
embarrassment with a disfiguring facial scar, a woman who has
silently suffered demeaning treatment at the hands of an overbear-
ing male colleague, or a black who has been socially and psycho-
logically imprisoned by racial stereotypes may struggle with the
issues surrounding the process of coming out no less than those
who bear the less visible “blemishes of individual character” such
as mental disorders, drug addiction, unemployment, or illegitimate
birth (Kitsuse, 1980). As a succession of deviant populations are
awakened to a realization of their common condition, we may
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xpect them to move into the politics of social problems, vigorous-

Iy pressing the social order to negotiate new conceptions of rea-

~onable accommodations.

One of William Faulkner’s characters inadvertantly
summed the situation up in simple terms when he said:

‘ Sometimes I ain’t so sure who’s got a right to say when a
man is crazy and when he ain’t. Sometimes I think it ain’t
none of us pure crazy and ain’t none of us pure sane until
the balance of us talks him that-a-way. It’s like it ain’t so
much what a fellow does, but it’s the way the majority of
folks is looking at him when he does it (quoted in Becker,
1963, 1).

Labeling theory, however, is now considered an extremely complex
yet inadequate way to explain deviance. Although labeling theory
cannot explain all deviance, it does provide us with a framework
for understanding fundamental processes involved in some
deviance. Work on the theory continues, and we may expect con-
tinued refinements.
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