Assess the relationship between deviance and labelling. (12 Marks).
According to labelling theorists such as Becker, there is no particular quality to an act which makes it intrinsically “deviant”. Instead, interactionists propose that deviance is that which is so labelled, and the reaction of society to an act will largely determine whether it is deviant. Becker outlines a number of stages in the labelling process. Firstly, he points out that an act is publicly labelled as “deviant” (for instance, a person who smokes cannabis may be labelled as a “druggie”). Labels are not neutral, they are evaluative, and act as a “master status” (a status which overrides and taints all other social roles. “Paedophile” for example, overrides the role of “teacher”). Society then responds to this label and assumes that the person has negative characteristics. Further deviance is then encouraged, largely because of the official treatment of the act. Thus, a person who is prosecuted for drug taking may find it hard to get a job from a “respectable employer” and turn to crime to fuel their habit. The ‘deviant career’ is completed when the person accepts and internalises their label; a self fulfilling prophecy occurs whereby people commit more crime as a result of the label applied to them – “the deviant identity become the controlling one” in Becker’s words. The individual may then join an organised deviant group, which provides further justification for their now deviant actions.

In a trendsetting series of essays, Goffman highlights how labelling can take place in mental asylums. He notes how mentally ill patients have a deviant label applied to them when they enter the institution; they are “sick”, and through a process of dehumanisation which Goffman refers to as “the mortification of the soul” (which involves having their personal belongings stripped from them and being disinfected), their previous self-concept is completely destroyed. So much so that most patients find re-entry into normal social life impossible; they are “institutionalised”, completely dependent on the asylum. Szasz extends on this and argues that asylums play an important role in social control. By labelling unusual and non-conformist behaviour as “pathological”, those who pose a threat to social equilibrium can be locked away.

A particular strength of labelling theory is that it brings to the fore the importance of the agents of social control in generating and amplifying deviance (e.g. how the procedures of mental asylums, schools, the police and even families play a part in the construction of deviance). Also, it has a number of implications for social policy, some of which have been influential. Jones argues that the main implication of labelling theory is that the forces of law and order should avoid giving offenders a negative self-concept. Concurrent with this, under the “Rehabilitation of Offenders Act”, people with a criminal record can now withhold information about their previous criminal record from employers after a certain period of time, in order to prevent a deviant label being reinforced.
However, labelling theory is often criticised for being overly deterministic, in that it overestimates the power of labels in generating deviance. As Mary Fuller has shown in her study of West Indian schoolgirls, people sometimes reject negative labels. Akers maintains that if people can choose to commit an act, then they can also choose to reject the label attached to that act. However, Plummer defends labelling theory and rejects that it is deterministic. He reminds critics that being an interpretive theory, the concept of labelling is “sensitive to the self conscious”, and Becker did acknowledge that a label could be rejected in any stage of the deviant career. Taylor Walton and Young criticise labelling theory for assuming that all deviance is relative to context. They contend that “we do not live in a world of free social meanings”, and there will be some acts, such as pre-meditated murder for personal gain, which will always be seen as criminal or deviant, regardless of context or societal reaction.
