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Labeling Theory
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T

he interactionist perspective . . . defines deviance as the infraction of
some agreed-upon rule. It then goes on to ask who breaks rules, and to
search for the factors in their personalities and life situations that might
account for the infractions. This assumes that those who have broken a rule
constitute a homogeneous category, because they have committed the same
deviant act.
Such an assumption seems to me to ignore the central fact about deviance:
it is created by society. I do not mean this in the way it is ordinarily understood, in which the causes of deviance are located in the social situation of the
deviant or in “social factors” which prompt his action. I mean, rather, that social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infraction constitutes 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 the person
commits, but 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.1
Since deviance is, among other things, a consequence of the responses of
others to a person’s act, students of deviance cannot assume that they are dealing with a homogeneous category when they study people who have been labeled deviant. That is, they cannot assume that those people have actually
committed a deviant act or broken some rule, because the process of labeling
may not be infallible; some people may be labeled deviant who in fact have
not broken a rule. Furthermore, they cannot assume that the category of those
labeled deviant will contain all those who actually have broken a rule, for
many offenders may escape apprehension and thus fail to be included in the
population of “deviants” they study. Insofar as the category lacks homogeneity and fails to include all the cases that belong in it, one cannot reasonably
expect to find common factors of personality or life situation that will account for the supposed deviance. What, then, do people who have been labeled deviant have in common? At the least, they share the label and the
experience of being labeled as outsiders. I will begin my analysis with this
basic similarity and view deviance as the product of a transaction that takes
place between some social group and one who is viewed by that group as a
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rule-breaker. I will be less concerned with the personal and social characteristics of deviants than with the process by which they come to be thought of as
outsiders and their reactions to that judgement. . . .
The point is that the response of other people has to be regarded as problematic. Just because one has committed an infraction of a rule does not mean
that others will respond as though this had happened. (Conversely, just because one has not violated a rule does not mean that he may not be treated, in
some circumstances, as though he had.)
The degree to which other people will respond to a given act as deviant
varies greatly. Several kinds of variation seem worth noting. First of all, there
is variation over time. A person believed to have committed a given “deviant”
act may at one time be responded to much more leniently than he would be
at some other time. The occurrence of “drives” against various kinds of deviance illustrates this clearly. At various times, enforcement officials may decide to make an all-out attack on some particular kind of deviance, such as
gambling, drug addiction, or homosexuality. It is obviously much more dangerous to engage in one of these activities when a drive is on than at any other
time. (In a very interesting study of crime news in Colorado newspapers, Davis
found that the amount of crime reported in Colorado newspapers showed
very little association with actual changes in the amount of crime taking place
in Colorado. And, further, that people’s estimate of how much increase there
had been in crime in Colorado was associated with the increase in the amount
of crime news but not with any increase in the amount of crime.)2
The degree to which an act will be treated as deviant depends also on who
commits the act and who feels he has been harmed by it. Rules tend to be applied more to some persons than others. Studies of juvenile delinquency make
the point clearly. Boys from middle-class areas do not get as far in the legal
process when they are apprehended as do boys from slum areas. The middleclass boy is less likely, when picked up by the police, to be taken to the station; less likely when taken to the station to be booked; and it is extremely
unlikely that he will be convicted and sentenced.3 This variation occurs even
though the original infraction of the rule is the same in the two cases. Similarly, the law is differentially applied to Negroes and whites. It is well known
that a Negro believed to have attacked a white woman is much more likely to
be punished than a white man who commits the same offense; it is only
slightly less well known that a Negro who murders another Negro is much
less likely to be punished than a white man who commits murder.4 This, of
course, is one of the main points of Sutherland’s analysis of white-collar crime:
crimes committed by corporations are almost always prosecuted as civil cases,
but the same crime committed by an individual is ordinarily treated as a criminal offense.5
Some rules are enforced only when they result in certain consequences.
The unmarried mother furnishes a clear example. Vincent6 points out that illicit sexual relations seldom result in severe punishment or social censure for
the offenders. If, however, a girl becomes pregnant as a result of such activities the reaction of others is likely to be severe. (The illicit pregnancy is also
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an interesting example of the differential enforcement of rules on different
categories of people. Vincent notes that unmarried fathers escape the severe
censure visited on the mother.)
Why repeat these commonplace observations? Because, taken together,
they support the proposition that deviance is not a simple quality, present in
some kinds of behavior and absent in others. Rather, it is the product of a
process which involves responses of other people to the behavior. The same
behavior may be an infraction of the rules at one time and not at another;
may be an infraction when committed by one person, but not when committed by another; some rules are broken with impunity, others are not. In short,
whether a given act is deviant or not depends in part on the nature of the act
(that is, whether or not it violates some rule) and in part on what other people do about it.
Some people may object that this is merely a terminological quibble, that
one can, after all, define terms any way he wants to and that if some people
want to speak of rule-breaking behavior as deviant without reference to the
reactions of others they are free to do so. This, of course, is true. Yet it might
be worthwhile to refer to such behavior as rule-breaking behavior and reserve
the term deviant for those labeled as deviant by some segment of society. I do
not insist that this usage be followed. But it should be clear that insofar as a
scientist uses “deviant” to refer to any rule-breaking behavior and takes as his
subject of study only those who have been labeled deviant, he will be hampered by the disparities between the two categories.
If we take as the object of our attention behavior which comes to be labeled as deviant, we must recognize that we cannot know whether a given act
will be categorized as deviant until the response of others has occurred. Deviance is not a quality that lies in behavior itself, but in the interaction between the person who commits an act and those who respond to it. . . .
In any case, being branded as deviant has important consequences for one’s
further social participation and self-image. The most important consequence
is a drastic change in the individual’s public identity. Committing the improper
act and being publicly caught at it place him in a new status. He has been revealed as a different kind of person from the kind he was supposed to be. He
is labeled a “fairy,” “dope fiend,” “nut” or “lunatic,” and treated accordingly.
In analyzing the consequences of assuming a deviant identity let us make
use of Hughes’ distinction between master and auxiliary status traits.7 Hughes
notes that most statuses have one key trait which serves to distinguish those
who belong from those who do not. Thus the doctor, whatever else he may
be, is a person who has a certiﬁcate stating that he has fulﬁlled certain requirements and is licensed to practice medicine; this is the master trait. As Hughes
points out, in our society a doctor is also informally expected to have a number of auxiliary traits: most people expect him to be upper middle-class, white,
male, and Protestant. When he is not, there is a sense that he has in some way
failed to fill the bill. Similarly, though skin color is the master status trait determining who is Negro and who is white, Negroes are informally expected
to have certain status traits and not to have others; people are surprised and
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find it anomalous if a Negro turns out to be a doctor or a college professor.
People often have the master status trait but lack some of the auxiliary, informally expected characteristics; for example, one may be a doctor but be a female or a Negro.
Hughes deals with this phenomenon in regard to statuses that are well
thought of, desired, and desirable (noting that one may have the formal qualiﬁcations for entry into a status but be denied full entry because of lack of the
proper auxiliary traits), but the same process occurs in the case of deviant statuses. Possession of one deviant trait may have a generalized symbolic value, so
that people automatically assume that its bearer possesses other undesirable
traits allegedly associated with it.
To be labeled a criminal one need only commit a single criminal offense,
and this is all the term formally refers to. Yet the word carries a number of
connotations specifying auxiliary traits characteristic of anyone bearing the
label. A man who has been convicted of housebreaking and thereby labeled
criminal is presumed to be a person likely to break into other houses; the police, in rounding up known offenders for investigation after a crime has been
committed, operate on this premise. Further, he is considered likely to commit other kinds of crimes as well, because he has shown himself to be a person
without “respect for the law.” Thus, apprehension for one deviant act exposes
a person to the likelihood that he will be regarded as deviant or undesirable in
other respects.
There is one other element in Hughes’ analysis we can borrow with proﬁt:
the distinction between master and subordinate statuses.8 Some statuses, in our
society as in others, override all other statuses and have a certain priority. Race
is one of these. Membership in the Negro race, as socially deﬁned, will override most other status considerations in most other situations; the fact that one
is a physician or middle-class or female will not protect one from being treated
as a Negro first and any of these other things second. The status of deviant
(depending on the kind of deviance) is this kind of master status. One receives
the status as a result of breaking a rule, and the identification proves to be
more important than most others. One will be identiﬁed as a deviant ﬁrst, before other identiﬁcations are made. . . .
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