
A level Sociology 
Crime and deviance: Theories III

Don’t forget criticism 
– this is also important for the exam!

Interactionism

Becker: “Deviancy is not a quality of the act a person commits 
but rather a consequence of the application by others of rules 
and sanctions to an offender. Deviant behaviour is behaviour 
that people so label.” He argued that the same behaviour 
can receive different interpretations depending on the 
situation as well as the class and status of the person. 

Lemert supports the idea of primary (the initial act) and 
secondary deviancy (deviant act committed after the 
individual has accepted the label of deviant).

Goffman’s theory on labelling and stigma can be seen 
in her research on mental health patients (Washington 
1950s). In Cicourel’s Power and the Negotiation of Justice, he 
researches young people in the legal system, the two stages 
and the association with social construction.  

Cooley supports the ‘Looking Glass Self’ theory and self-
perception, i.e. how individuals see themselves as a result of 
others’ reactions.

Jock Young’s study on ‘Hippies’ in Notting Hill, London 
and Stan Cohen’s study on the Mods and Rockers incident 
in the 60s, ’Folk Devils and Moral Panics’, supports these 
interactionist beliefs.

However, Plummer is not convinced.

Subculturalism

Subcultural theorists argue that deviance occurs because of peer pressure 
within a subculture that has broken off from mainstream society. This section 
covers ‘consensus subcultural theory’.

Merton (functionalist) supports strain theory, i.e. to achieve the American 
Dream.

Albert Cohen supports status frustration. This can be seen in his study on 
skinheads – a subculture without status due to lack of education, living in 
deprived areas, lack of jobs. They gain status and respect through criminal 
and/or deviant acts.

Cloward and Ohlin believe in opportunity structures (delinquency arsing 
from legitimate opportunity structures being closed to young, working-class 
males, so they innovate and commit crimes and/or deviant acts). There are 
three types of subcultures: criminal, conflict and retreatist.

Miller supports the theory of lower-class subcultures. They are socialised 
with lower class values (focal concerns), e.g. toughness and masculinity, and 
achieve these through criminal and/or deviant acts.

Matza believes in the theory of delinquency and drift. Most people drift 
in and out of delinquency sometime in their lives, therefore criminals/
delinquents are not that much different to the rest of society. However, when 
some individuals commit a criminal/deviant act they use techniques of 
neutralisation, i.e. ‘reasons’ or ‘excuses’ for their acts, denial of responsibility 
(I was part of a bad crowd), denial of injury (nobody was hurt), denial of a victim 
(they had it coming to them), condemning the condemners (they are as bad as 
us) and appeal to higher loyalties (I was defending a friend/member of family).

Katz’s (postmodernist) theory on seductions of crime on thrill seeking men 
supports this. 

Lyng (postmodernist) supports the theory of edgework. Young people 
(especially young males) like to ‘live on the edge’ and are more prone to thrill 
seeking, which can involve criminal and/or deviant acts.

Charles Murray (New Right) believes that there is a relationship between 
underclass, young males and crime/delinquency.

Labelling theory: key terms 

• Labelling

• Self-fulfilling prophecy 

• Master status

• Deviancy amplification (spiral)

• Folk Devils 

• Primary deviance

• Secondary deviance 

• Looking-glass self 

• Stigma

Official statistics are collected by the legal system after a criminal has gone through the processes and 
received a record. Victim surveys are anonymous and ask individuals what crimes they have committed 
(self-report studies). Studies are also collected from people who have been victims of crime (Islington 
Crime Survey – Jones et al and Harper et al).

Fear of crime can be seen in the Pantazis and Gordon study on household crimes, their link to the media 
and exaggeration and moral panics. Fletcher and Allen argue that locality, health, age and perception are 
key factors.

Theoretical Perspectives: Interpretivists (effect of labelling), Marxists (law enforcement by bourgeoisie 
over the proletariat), functionalists (statistics as valid), left realists (crime as a genuine problem),  
feminism (ignoring women). 

HOWEVER, all methods have problems in validity, such as police discretion; chivalry thesis (Pollack), hidden 
figure of crime (Iceberg effect), reported but not recorded, diversity of definitions and media influence.


