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Some critics suggest that the reasoning behind the
theory is circular: How can we know when a person has
experienced an excess of deflinitions [avorable toward erim-
inality? When he or she commits a crime! Why do peo-
ple commit crime? When they are exposed 1o an excess of
criminal deflinitions!

NEUTRALIZATION THEORY

Neutralization theory is identified with the writings of
Gresham Svkes and his associate David Matza.® These
criminologists also view the process of becoming a criminal
as a learning experience. They theorize that law violators
must learn and master techniques that enable them 1o neu-
tralize conventional values and awitudes, which enables
them to drift back and forth between illegitimate and con-
ventional behavior.

Neutralization theory points out that even the most com-
mitted criminals and delinquents are not involved in crimi-
nality all the time; they also attend schools, {amily [unctions,
and religious services. Thus, their behavior falls along a con-
tinuum between total [reedom and total restraint. This pro-
cess of drift, or movement [rom one extreme to another,
produces behavior that is sometimes unconventional or de-
viant and at other times constrained and sober.®' Learning
neutralization techniques equips a person to temporarily
drift away [rom conventional behavior and become involved
in antisocial behaviors, including crime and drug abuse

Meutralization Technigues Sykes and Maiza suggest that
people develop a distine set of justifications [or their law-
violating behavior. Several observations form the basis of
their theoretical model.**

B Crisirals semetimes voice giedlt over their illegal acts. 1 they
truly embraced criminal or antisocial values, criminals
would probably not exhibit remorse for their acts, apar
from regret at being apprehended.

b Offenders frequenily respect and admire homest, law-abiding
persons. Those admired may include entertainers, sports
figures, priests and other members ol the clergy, par-
ents, teachers, and neighbors.

B Crisirals define whom they can vidimize. Members of simi-
lar ethnic groups, churches, or neighborhoods are often
off-limits. This practice implies that criminals are aware
of the wronglulness of their acts.

B Criminals are nol immrwne o the demands of conformity.
Most criminals requently participate in the same social
Tunctions as law-abiding people—[or example, schoal,
church, and [amily activities.

Difterential association theory suggests thet people learn
the technigues and attitudes necessary to commit crime.
Criminal knowledge is gained through experience, and then,
after considering the outcomes of their past experiences,
potential offenders decide which criminal acts will be
profitable and which are dangerous and should be avoided.
Here, & young man is shown photographing a drug deal

on his cell phone. Is it possible that he is documenting the
experience to have available, for future reference, a record
of the best techniques of drug dealing?

Fact or Fiction?

Criminals have a unique

Sykes and Matza conclude that criminals must first neutralize accepted social antisocial lifestyla that takes up
values before they are [ree to commit crimes; they do so by learning a set of tech- all of their time.

nigues that allow them to counteract the moral dilemmas posed by illegal behavior.®?
Through their research, Sykes and Matza have identified the [ollowing techniques of

Fiction. Most criminals
frequently participate in the

neutralization: : -
same social functions as law-
b Denial of responsibility. Young offenders sometimes cdaim that their unlawiul acts abiding pecple and then drift into
are not their fauli—that such acts result from forces beyond their control or are crime and back again.
accidents.

Chapter 7 Social Process Theeries m
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W Denial of injury. By denying the injury their acts cause, criminals neutralize illegal

behavior. For example, stealing is viewed as borrowing: vandalism is considered
mischiel that has gotten out of hand. Offenders may find that their parents and
[riends support their denial of injury. In fact, parents and [riends may caim that
the behavior was merely a prank, which helps affirm the offender’s perception
that crime can be socially acceptable.

Denial of the victim. Criminals sometimes neutralize wrongdoing by maintaining
that the crime victim *had it coming.” Vandalism may be directed against a dis-
liked teacher or neighbor, or a gang may beat up homosexuals because they con-
sider homosexual behavior offensive.

Condeniration of the condentners. An offender views the world as a corrupt place
with a dog-eat-dog code. Because police and judges are on the take, teachers
show favoritism, and parents take out their [rustrations on their children, oifend-
ers claim it is ironic and unfair for these authorities to condemn criminal miscon-
duct. By shilting the blame to others, criminals repress their awareness that their
OWIL ACLS are Wrong.

Appeal to higher loyalties. Novice criminals often argue that they are caught in the
dilemma of being loyal wo their peer proup while attempting to abide by the rules
of society. The needs of the group take precedence because group demands are
immediate and localized {see Figure 7.4).

Inn sum, neutralization theory states that people neutralize conventional norms

and values by using excuses that enable them to drift into crime.

Testing Neutralization Theory Atempis have been made 1o verify neutralization the-
ory empirically, but the results have been inconclusive.*® One area ol research has
been directed at determining whether law violators really need to neutralize moral
constraints, The thinking behind this research is that if criminals hold values in op-
pasition to accepted social norms, there is really no need o neutralize. So far, the

Figure 74 Technigues of Neutralization
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evidence is mixed. Some studies show that law violators approve of criminal behavior CO N N ECT| ONS
such as thelt and violence, whereas other studies yvield evidence that even though
they may be active participants themselves, criminals voice disapproval of illegal be- 3 3
havior.® Some studies indicate that law violators approve of social values such as  2Xplain hate crimes, in which
honesty and [airness; other studies support the opposite conelusion.®” people are victimized simply
Although the existing research lindings are ambiguous, the weight of the evidence  bacause they belong to the
suggests that most adolescents generally disapprove of deviant behaviors such as vi- “wrong” race, religlon. or ethnic
olence, and that neutralizations do in fact enable youths to engage in socially dis-
approved behavior.® And, as Matza predicied, people seem to drift into and out of
antisocial behavior, rather than being committed solely 1o a eriminal way of life.*

Denial of the victim may help

group or because of their sexual
orientation. Hate crimes are
discussed in Chapter 10

Do Criminals Really Neutralize? Not all criminologists accept Matza's vision., Recenily,

criminologist Volkan Topalli conducted in-depth interviews with active criminals in

St. Louis, Missouri, and found that street criminals living in disorganized, gang-ridden

neighborhoods “disrespect authority, lionize honor and violence, and place individual

needs above those of all others.” Rather than having o neutralize conventional val-

ues in order to engage in deviant ones, these offenders do not experience guilt that

requires neutralizations; they are “guilt free.” There is no need for them to “drift” into

criminality, Topalli linds, because their allegiance to nonconventional values and their

lack of guilt perpetually leave them in a state of openness to crime. Rather than be-

ing embarrassed, they take great pride in their criminal activities and abilities. In [act,

rather than neutralizing conventional values, these street kids may have 1o neutralize

deviant values: They are expected to be *bad” and have to explain good behavior!

Street criminals are also expected to seek vengeance il they themselves are the target

of theft or violence. If they don’t, their seli-image is damaged and they look weak and

ineffective. If they decide against vengeance, they must neutralize their decision by

convincng themselves that they are being merciful out of respect or their enemies’

friends and family.™

EVALUATING LEARNING THEORIES ¢

Learning theories contribute significantly o our understanding of the onset of crimi-
nal behavior. Nonetheless, the general learning model has been criticized. One com-
plaint is that learning theorists [ail 1o account for the origin of criminal definitions.
How did the [irst criminal learn the necessary techniques and definitions? Who came
up with the original neutralization technique?

Learning theories imply that people systematically learn techniques that enable
them to be active, successiul criminals. Howewver, as Topalli's research indicates, street
criminals may be proud of their felonious exploits and have litle need 1o neutralize
their guilt. Learning theoery also fails 1o adequately explain spontaneous, wanton acls
of violence, damage, and other expressive crimes that appear 1o have linde wtility or
purpose. Although principles of differential assodation can easily explain shoplifting.
iz it possible that a random shooting is caused by excessive deviant deflinitions? It is
estimared that about 70 percent of all arrestees were under the influence of drugs and
aleohol when they committed their crime. Do “crackheads” pause to neutralize their
maoral inhibitions before mugging a vicim? Do drug-involved kids stop 1o consider
what they have learned about moral values? Litle evidence exists that people learn the
techniques that enable them to become criminals before they actually comemil eriminal
acts. [ is equally plausible that people who are already deviant seek others with similar
lifestyles o learn from. Early onset of deviant behavior is now considered a key deter-
minant of criminal careers. It is difficult to see how very young children have had the
opportunity to learn criminal behavior and attitudes within a peer group setting.

Despite these criticisms, learning theories have an important place in the study
of delinquent and eriminal behavior. They help explain the role that peers. family.
and education play in shaping criminal and converntional behaviors. If crime were a
matter of personal traits alone, these elements of sodalization would not play such an
imporant a role in determining human behavior. And unlike social structure theo-
ries, learning theories are not limited o explaining a single facet of antisocial activity;

Chapter 7 Social Process Theeries 17
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CONNECTIONS

The association of self-control

and crime will be discussed more
fully in Chapter 9 in the context of

human development.

seli-cantral

A strong maral sanse that renders
a parson incapabla of hurting
others or violating secial norms.
commitment to conformity

A strong personal investment

in conventional institutians,
individuals, and processes that
pravents paopla from engaping

in behavior that might jeopardize

their reputation and achievaments.

social bonds

The tigs that bind people to
society, including relationships
wath friends, family, naighbars,
teachers, and emplayers. The
elamants of the social bond
include commitmant, attachment,
involvament, and belief.

180

they explain criminality across all class structures. Even corporate executives may be
exposed o pro-crime definidons and learn 1o neutralize moral constrainis. Learning
theories can thus be applied o a wide variety of criminal activity.

Social Control Theory

Social control theorists maintain that all people have the potential o violate the law
and that maodern socety presents many opportunities for illegal activity. Criminal ac-
tivities, such as drug abuse and car thelt, are often exciting pastimes that hold the
promise of immediate reward and gratilication.

Considering the attractions of crime, social control theorists question why peo-
ple obey the rules of society. They argue that people obey the law because behavior
and passions are controlled by internal and external forces. Some individuals have
self-control—a strong moral sense that renders them incapable of hurting others
and violating social norms.

Other people have been sodalized to have a commitment to conformity. They
have developed a real, present, and logical reason w obey the rules of society, and
they instinctively avoid behavior that will jeopardize their reputation and achieve-
ments.”! The stronger people’s commitment Lo conventional institutions, individuals,
and processes, the less likely they are to commit crime. If that commitment is absent,
there is little 1o lose, and people are [ree 1o violate the law.™

SELF-CONCEPT AND CRIME

Early versions ol control theory speculated that criminality was a product of weak
sell-concept and poor sell-esteem. Youths who are socalized to feel good about them-
selves and who maintain a positive attitude are able to control their own behavior
and resist the tempations of the streets.

Maore than 50 years ago, sociologist Albert Reiss described delinquents as having
weak epos and lacking the seli-control w produce conforming behavior.”™ Scouw Briar
and Irving Piliavin noted that youths who believe criminal activity will damage their
sell-image and their reladonships with others are likely 1o conform o sodal rules; in
contrast, those less concerned about their social standing are [ree o violate the law.™
Pioneering control theorist Walter Reckless argued that a strong sell-image insulates a
youth [rom the pressures of criminogenic influences in the environment.”™ In studies
conducted within the school setting, Reckless and his colleagues found that students
who were able 1o maintain a positive seli-image were insulated from delinguency.™

These early works suggested that people who have a weak sell-image and a dam-
aged ego are erime-prone. They are immune from elforts to apply sodal control: Why
obey the rules of society when you have no stake in the [uture and litle o lose?

HIRSCHI'S SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY

The version of control theory articulated by Travis Hirschi in his influernial 1969 book
Canses of Delinguency is woday the dominant version of control theory.”™ Hirschi links the
onset of criminality 1o weakening of the ties that bind people o society. He assumes
that all individuals are potential law violators, but most are kept under control because
they fear that illegal behavior will damage their relationships with [riends. [amily,
neighbors, teachers, and employers. Without these social bonds, or ties, a person is
[ree to commit criminal acts. Across all ethnic, religious, racial, and social groups, peo-
ple whose bond o soclety is weak may fall prey o criminogenic behavior patterns.

Hirschi argues that the social bond a person maintains with society is di-
vided into four main elements: attachment, commitment, involvement, and beliel
(see Figure 7.5).

» Avachment consists of a person’s sensitivity 1o and interest in others.” Hirschi
views parents, peers, and schools as the important sodal institutions with which a
person should maintain ties. Antachment to parents is the most important. Even il

Part2 Theories of Crime Causation
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Figure 7.5 Elements of the Social Bond

= Farmity
= Friends
= Commurity

gt
{

a family is shatered by divorce or separation, a child must retain a strong attach-
ment to ane or both parents. Without this anachment, it is unlikely that respeet
for other authorities will develop.

» Commitment involves the time, energy, and elfort expended in conventional ac-
tions such as getting an education and saving money for the future. If people
build a strong commitment to conventional society, they will be less likely to en-
gage in acts that jeopardize their hard-won position. Conversely, the lack of com-
mitment to conventional values may loreshadow a condition in which risk-taking
behavior, such as crime, becomes a reasonable behavior alternative.

» People whao live in the same sodal setting often share common moral beliels; they
may adbere to such values as sharing, sensitivity 1o the rights of others, and admi-
ration for the legal code. If these beliefs are absent or weakened, individuals are
more likely to participate in antisocial or illegal acts.

P [nvolvement in conventional activities such as sports, clubs, and school leaves
little tirme for illegal behavior. Hirschi believes that involvement in school, recre-
ation, and family insulates people [rom the lure of criminal behavior. 1dleness, on
the other hand, enhances that lure.

Hirschi further suggests that the interrelationship among the elements of the so-
cial bond controls subsequent behavior. For example, people who [eel kinship and
sensitivity 1o parents and friends should be more likely to adopt and work toward
legitimate goals. A person who rejects such social relationships is more likely 1o
lack commitment to conventional goals. Similarly, people who are highly commit-
ted to conventional acts and beliels are more likely o be involved in conventional
activities.

TESTING SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY: SUPPORTIVE RESEARCH

One of Hirschi's most significant contributions to criminology was his attempt to test
the principal hypotheses of social control theory. He administered a detailed sell-report
survey 10 a sample of more than 4,000 junior and senior high school students in
Conira Costa County, California.™ In a detailed analysis of the data, Hirschi found

Chapter 7 Social Process Theeries

CONNECTIONS
Travis Hirschi, aleng with Michael
Gottfredson, has restructured his
concept of control by focusing on
self-contraol and has woven his
vision into a general theory of
crime. Because this new theary

is essentially developmental, it
will be discussed maore fully in
Chapter 9.
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According to Travis Hirschi, kids who are involved in preductive activities are less likely to get
involved in deviant activities. At La France Elementary School, fifth-graders Taylor Davis (left]

and Blake Duncan cemplete worksheets about how to be kind to animals and peeple, while Tracy
Grate {right) holds Abby, en SCDogs Therapy Group dog. The “Fix It Fido™ program, which aims to
curb bullying, finished its pilot year during the 2005-2008 school year. The program may enhance
children’s bonds to society and promote prosocial behaviors.

considerable evidence 1o support the control theory model. Among Hirschi's more
important findings are the following:

P Youths who were strongly attached 1o their parents were less likely o commit
criminal acts.

P Youths invelved in conventional activity, such as homework, were less likely o
engage in criminal behavior.

# Youths invoelved in unconventional behavior, such as smoking and drinking, were
more prone to delinquency.

® Youths who maintained weak, distam relationships with people tended toward
delinquency.

P Those who shunned uneconventional acts were attached to their peers.

* Delinguents and nondelinquents shared similar beliels about society.

Even when the statistical significance of Hirschi’s findings was less than he ex-
pected, the direction ol his research data was notably consistent. Only rarely did his
f[indings contradict the theorys most critical assumptions. Hirschi's version of social
control theory has been corraborated by numerous research studies showing that de-
linquent youths often feel detached from society.® What are some of the most impor-
tant findings?

Attachment Kids who are attached o their families, friends, and school are less likely
1o get involved in a deviant peer group and consequently are less likely 1o engage in
criminal activities.® Teens who are attached to their parents are also able to develop
the social skills that equip them both 1o maintain harmonious social ties and o escape

Part2 Theories of Crime Causation
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life stresses such as school failure *? In contrast, family detachment, including inira-
Tamily conflict, abuse of children, and lack of aflection, supervision, and [amily pride,
are predictive of delingquent conduct.

Attachment 1o education is equally important. Youths who are detached from the
educational experience are at risk of eriminality; those who are commitied 1o school
are less likely to engage in delinguent acts.®* Detachment and alienation [rom school
may be even more predictive of delinquency than school failure and/or educational
underachievement

Belief Research efforts have shown that holding positive beliels is inversely re-
lated to eriminality. Children who are involved in religious activities and hold
conventional religious beliels are less likely to become involved in substance
abuse ®* Kids who live in areas marked by strong religious values and who hold
strong religious beliels themselves are less likely 1o engage in delinquent activi-
ties than adolescents who do not hold such beliels or who live in less devout
communities. %

Commitment As predicted by Hirschi, kids who are commited o school and educa-
tional achievement are less likely o become involved in delinquent behaviors than
those who lack such commitment.*” The assodiation may be reciprocal: Kids who
drink and engage in deviant behavior are more likely 1o [ail in school: kids whe [ail in
school are more likely 1o later drink and engage in deviant behavior.™

Involvement Research shows that youths who are involved in conventional leisure
activities, such as supervised sodal activities and noncompetitive sports, are less likely
1o engage in delinquency than those who are involved in unconventional leisure ac-
tivities and unsupervised, peer-oriented social pursuits.* Although there are pender
dilferences in involvement, members of both sexes are less likely to commit crime ([
they are engaged in conventional activities. ™

The accompanying Profiles in Crime [eature describes a case that may rest on a
frayed and tatered social bond.

CRITIQUING SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY

Few theoretical models in criminology have garnered as much antention as Hirschi's
social control theory. And although there is a great deal of supportive research, a
number of questions have been raised about the validity of his work.

The Influence of Friendship One signilicant concern is Hirschi's contention that de-
linquents are detached loners whose bond to friends has been broken. A number of
researchers have argued that delinquents seem not to be “lone wolves™ whose only
personal relationships are exploitive; rather. their [riendship patterns seem quite dose
1o those of conventional youths*' Some types of offenders, such as drug abusers,
have been lound to maintain even more intimate relations with their peers than
nonabusers do.* Hirschi would counter that what appears 1o be a close Iriendship
is really a relationship of convenience and that “birds of a [eather [lock 1ogether”
only when it suits their criminal activities. His view is supported by recent research
conducted by criminologists Lisa Stolzenberg and Stewart D' Alessio, who [ound that
most juvenile offenses are committed by individuals acting alone and that group of-
fending, when it does occur, is incidental and of litle importance to explaining the
onset of delinquency.®*

Failure to Achieve Hirschi argues that commitment to career and economic advance-
ment reduces criminal involvement. But he does not deal with the issue of [ailure:
‘What about kids who are committed to the Tuture but fail in school and perceive few
avenues for advancement? Some research indicates that people who are committed
to success but fail 1o achieve it may be crime-prone.*

Chapter 7 Social Process Theeries

Fact or Fiction?

“ldle hands are the devil's
workshop” is merely an old
saying. Kids who work outside
thee homa are the ones most
likely to get inta trouble.

Fietion. Old sayings are
sometimes accurate. Kids who
ara involved in eenventienal
leisure activities, such as
supervised social activities and
noncoempetitive Sports, are less
likely to engage in delinquency.
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Profiles in Crime

Twcmv— five-year-old Jesse James Hollywood (that
is his real name) was enjoying a comfortable life in
Brazil, teaching English and living in a fashionable
neighborhood, when he was arrested in November 2005
and sent back to California, where he faces charges of
kidnapping and killing a 15-year-old boy.

Even though Hollywood had never held a job. he was
able, by age 19, to purchase a $200,000 house in West Hills,
California, and a Mercedes. His place became a favorite
hangout for local kids who came and went at all hours of
the day. Jesse was a popular guy, an outgoing kid who, de-
spite being short in stature, was an excellent athlete, How
was Jesse able to do all this? Unknown to many, he was a
large-scale marijuana dealer.

Jesse’s world began to unravel when he came up with a
scheme to get money owed to him by Benjamin Markowitz,
22, who was one of his customers. Hollywood and some
friends headed for Markowitz's family home on August &,
2000, planning to kidnap him and hold him for ransom.
According o autherities, on the way there, Jesse and his
friends spotted Markowitz's 15-year-old stepbrother, Nicho-
las, whom they forced into a van and transported to the
home of another accomplice. After being held captive for a
few days, Nick Markowitz was made to walk a mile into Los
Padres National Forest before being shot nine times with a
high-powered assault rifle and buried in a shallow grave. His
body was discovered four days later by hikers.

Four other kids were tried and convicted in the case, but
Haollywood escaped and became the subject of an interna-
tional manhunt, his mug shot plastered on the FEI's web-
site. He wound up in Brazil, where he used fake papers that
identified him as Michael Costa Giroux, a native of Rio de
Janeiro. Cooperating with the FEI, Brazilian authorities de-
ported him as an illegal alien. Nine years after the killing, he
was tried on murder charges. On July &, 2009, a jury found
him guilty of kidnapping and first-degree murder with spe-
dal circumstances; afterward, Hollywood was sentenced to
life in prison.

The 2006 film Alpha Dog, starring Bruoce Willis, Justin
Timberlake, and Sharon Stone, is based on the case,

CRITICAL THINKING

Jesse James Hollywood grew up in an affluent family and
seemed to be popular and successful. How could be have
become invalved in a hefnous, violent crime? How would a
control theorist explain his actions?

SOURCE: Jeremizh Marquez, ~Lengime Fugitive Jesse James Hol-
lywood Caprured in Brazil,” March 11, 2005, hop:s fsigate.com!
egt-binsarticle cgi? file=imewsfarchive /20057031 0/stateinid8 5203547
.DTL; FBI Press Helease, “Jesse James Hollywood, Fugitive in
August 2000 Kidnap-Murder of Teenager, Arrested in Brazil.”
March 10, 2005, hup/fosangeles. fbi.gov/ presseel! 2005712031005,
hom; Ay Silverstein, “Jesse James Hollywood Sentenced wo Life,”
Santa Barkara Independenz, July 14, 2009, wawindependent. comy
news 2009/ julf | 5/jesse-james-hollywood-sentenced - 1ifer,

AP imegesFadeal Poboe™0

Deviant Involvement Adolescents who report high levels of involvement, which
Hirschi suggests should reduce delinguency, actually report high levels of criminal
behavior. Typically, these are kids who are involved in activities outside the home
without parental supervision.*® Kids who spend a lot of time hanging out with their
friends, unsupervised by parents and/or other authority figures, and who own cars
that give them the mobility to get into even more trouble, are the ones most likely o
get invalved in antisocial acts such as drinking and taking drugs.® This is especially
true of dating relationships: Kids who date, espedially if they have multiple partners,

184 Part2 Theories of Crime Causation
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are the ones who are likely to get into trouble and engage in delinquent acts.” It is
passible that alihough involvement is impornan, it depends on the behavior in which
a person is involved!

Deviant Peers and Parents Perhaps the most controversial of Hirschi's conclusions is
that any form of social attachment is beneficial, even attachment to deviant peers and
parents. Despite Hirschi's claims, there is evidence that rather than deterring youths
from delinquency, attachment to deviant peers and parents may support and nurture
antisocial behavior.*® A number of research efforts have found that youths attached
10 drug-abusing parents are more likely 1o use drugs themselves.™ Auachment (o
deviant family members, peers, and associates may help motivate youths to commit
crime and facilitate their antisocial acts.'™

Mistaken Causal Order Hirschi's theory proposes that a weakened bond leads to delin-
quency, but Robert Agnew suggests that the chain of evenits may flow in the opposite
direction: Perhaps youngsters who break the law lind that their bonds to parents,
schools, and society eventually become weak. Other studies have also found that
criminal behavior weakens sacial bonds, and not vice versa.'”

These criticisms are important, but Hirschi's views still constitute one of the preemi-
nent thepries in criminology. '™ Many criminologists consider sodal control theory the
primary way of understanding the onset of youthiul misbehavior. & Checkpoints

Social Reaction (Labeling) Theory
The third type of social process theory, social reaction theory, also called labeling

theory {the two terms are used interchangeably), explains criminal careers in terms
of stigma-producing encounters. Social reaction theory has a number of key points:

B Behaviors that are considered criminal are highly subjective. Even such crimes as mur-
der, rape, and assault are bad or evil only because people label them as such. The
difference between a [ordble rape and a consensual sexual encounter often rests
on whom the members of a jury believe and how they imerpret the events that
took place. The difference between an excusable act and a eriminal one is often
subject o change and modification. Remember Genarlow Wilson: Was he a sex
offender or a kid who partied oo much? [t depends on your viewpoint and the
view ol those in power. Acts such as performing an abortion, using marijuana,
possessing a handgun, and gambling have been legal at some times and places and
illegal at others.

B Crime is defined by those in power. The content and shape of criminal law is defined
by the values of thase who rule and is not an objective standard of moral conduet.
Howard Becker relers 1o people who create rules as moral entrepreneurs. An
example of a moral entrepreneur is someone who campaigns against violence in
the media and wants laws passed to restrict the content of television shows.

B Not only acts are [abeled, but alse people. Labels define not just an act but also the
actor. Valued labels, such as “smart,” *honest,” and “hardworking.” suggest
overall competence. Sometimes labels are highly symbolic, such as being named
“most likely to succeed” or class valedictorian. People who hold these titles are
automatically assumed 1o be leaders who are well on their way 1o suceess. With-
out meeting them, we know that they are hardworking, industrious, and bright.
These positive labels can improve sell-image and social standing. Research shows
that people who are labeled with one positive teail, such as being physically at-
tractive, are assumed to have other positive traits, such as being intelligent and
competent.'™ In contrast, people who run aloul of the law or other authori-
ties, such as school officials, are given negative labels, including “troublemaker,”
“mentally ill,” and “stupid,” that stigmatize them and reduce their sell-image.
Negative labels also define the whole person. People labeled “insane” are also
assumed 10 be dangerous, dishonest, unstable, violent, sirange, and otherwise
unsound.

Chapter 7 Social Process Theeries

Checkpoints

B Social contral theories maintain
that behavior is a function of the at-
tachment that people feel toward
society. People whe have a weak
commitment to cenformity ane
“free” to commit crime.

P Astrong self-image may insulate
people from crime.

P According to Travis Hirschi, social
cantrel is measurad by 4 parson's
attachment, commitmant, involve-
ment, and belief.

P Significant research suppons
Hirschi's theary, but a number of
criminalogists question its validity.

moral entrepraneur

A parson whao creates moral rules
that raflact the walues of thosa in
pawer rather than any objectiva,
universal standards of right and
wrong.

stigmatize

Ta apply nagative |abeling with
anduring effacts on a parson’s self-
image and social interactions.
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stul degradation
A course of action or ritual in
which somaana’s idantity is
publicly redefined and destrayed
and ha or sha is theraafter viewed
as socially unaccaptable.

186

W Hoth positive and negative labels imvelve subjective interpretation of behavior. A *trouble-
maker” is merely someone whom people label as “troublesome.”

In a famous statement, Howard Becker sums up the importance of the audiences
reaction:

Social groups create deviance by making rules whose infractions constitute deviance,
and by applying those rules to particular people and labeling them as outsiders. From
this point of view, deviance is not a quality of the act a person commits, bue rather a
consequence of the application by others of rules and sanctions to an “offender.” The
deviant is one to whom the label has successfully been applied: deviant behavior is
behavior that people so label. '™

Even il some acts are labeled as bad or evil, those who participate in them can be
spared a negative label. It is possible 1o 1ake another person's life but not be consid-
ered a “murderer,” because the killing was considered self-defense or even an acci-
dent. Acts have negative consequences only when they are labeled by others as being
wrong or evil.

CONSEQUENCES OF LABELING

Although a label may be a [unction of rumor, innuendo, or unfounded suspicion,
its adverse impact can be immense. If a devalued status is conferred by a signili-
cant other—a teacher, police offlicer, parent, or valued peer—the negative label may
permanently harm the target. The degree to which a person is perceived as a social
deviant may affect his or her treatment at home, at work, at school, and in other
sodial situations. Children may find that their parents consider them a bad influence
on younger brothers and sisters. School officials may limit them to classes reserved
for people with behavioral problems. Likewise, when adults are labeled as “criminal,”
“ex-con,” or “drug addict,” they may [ind their eligibility [or employment severely
restricted. If the label is bestowed as the result of conviction for a criminal offense,
the labeled person may also be subjected 1o official sanctions ranging from a mild
reprimand to incarceration. The simultaneous elfects of labels and sanctions reinforce
feelings of isolation and detachment.

Public denunciation plays an important part in the labeling process. Condemna-
tion is often carried out in “eeremonies” in which the individual's identity is officially
transformed. One example of such a reidentification ceremony is a competency hear-
ing in which a person is declared “memntally ill*; another is a public wrial in which a
person is found to be a “rapist” or “child moelester.” During the process, a permanent
record is produced, such as an arrest or conviction record, so that the denounced per-
son is ritually separated from a place in the legitimate order and set outside the world
oecupied by citizens of good standing. Harold Garfinkle has called transactions that
produce irreversible, permanent labels successful degradation ceremonies, '™

Seli-Labeling According to labeling theory. depending on the visibility of the label
and the manner and severity with which it is applied, negatively labeled individuals
will become increasingly commaitted to a deviant career. Labeled persons may [ind
themselves turning, [or support and companionship, to others who have been simi-
larly stigmatized.

[solated [vom conventional society, labeled people may identily themselves as
members of an outcast group and become locked into deviance. Kids who view them-
selves as delinquents aflter being labeled as such are giving an inner voice wo their
perceptions of how parents, teachers, peers, and neighbors view them. When they
believe that others view them as antisocial or as troublemakers, they take on atitudes
and roles that reflect this assumption; they expect o become suspects and then 1o be
rejected. ™

Joining Deviant Cliques People labeled as deviant may join with similarly outcast
peers who [acilitate their behavior. Eventually, antisocial behavior becomes habit-
ual and automatic.'™ The desire to join deviant cliques and groups may stem from

Part2 Theories of Crime Causation
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