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Understanding the interactionist view of crime and criminal law offers a nuanced perspective on how

society perceives, responds to, and manages criminal behavior. This sociological approach

emphasizes the dynamic and reciprocal relationship between individuals and society in the context of

crime. Unlike more traditional theories that see crime as rooted solely in individual pathology or

societal structure, interactionism focuses on the social interactions, labels, and meanings that influence

criminal behavior and its regulation. In this article, we will explore the core principles of interactionist

theory, its implications for understanding crime and criminal law, and how it differs from other

sociological perspectives.

Introduction to Interactionist View of Crime

The interactionist perspective, also known as the symbolic interactionist approach, originates from the

broader sociological tradition that examines how social interactions shape individual behavior and

societal norms. When applied to crime, this perspective suggests that crime is not merely a product of

inherent traits or structural inequalities but is also significantly influenced by social interactions,

perceptions, and the meanings individuals assign to their actions and reactions.

This view is particularly associated with the work of sociologists like Howard Becker and Edwin

Lemert, who emphasized the importance of labels, societal reactions, and the process of social

construction in understanding crime. It asserts that criminal behavior is partly a result of how society

defines and responds to certain acts and individuals.



Core Principles of the Interactionist View of Crime

Several fundamental principles underpin the interactionist approach to understanding crime and

criminal law:

1. Crime as a Social Construct

- Crime is not an objective reality but a social construct.

- What is considered criminal varies across cultures, time periods, and social contexts.

- Laws are created based on societal norms and values, which are subject to change.

2. The Role of Social Labels

- Labels such as "criminal" can influence individuals' identities and future behaviors.

- Labeling theory suggests that once someone is branded as a criminal, they may internalize this

identity, leading to further deviance.

- The process of labeling can either stigmatize or rehabilitate offenders.

3. The Significance of Social Interactions

- Interactions between individuals, law enforcement, and the justice system shape perceptions of

crime.

- These interactions can reinforce or challenge societal definitions of deviance and crime.

4. Deviance as a Social Reaction

- Deviant behavior is determined by societal reactions rather than inherent qualities of the act.

- Society's responses can influence future behavior and societal reactions.



5. Power and Control in Crime Definition

- The ruling or dominant groups often have the power to define what constitutes crime.

- Laws and their enforcement may reflect the interests of these groups, impacting marginalized

communities disproportionately.

Interactionist Perspective on Crime and Criminal Law

The interactionist view approaches crime and criminal law through the lens of social processes,

emphasizing the importance of understanding the social context in which laws are created, enforced,

and challenged.

Understanding Crime as a Social Process

- Crime is viewed as a result of social interactions and meanings.

- Individuals may commit acts considered criminal because of social influences, peer pressures, or

situational factors.

- The criminal justice process itself is a social interaction that can influence future behavior.

The Labeling Theory

Labeling theory is central to the interactionist approach:

- It posits that societal reaction to deviance can lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy.

- Once labeled as a criminal, individuals may face societal rejection, which can push them further into

criminal behavior.

- The theory emphasizes the importance of avoiding stigmatization and promoting rehabilitative

responses.



Implications for Criminal Law

- Laws are not fixed and can be challenged or redefined based on social interactions and changing

norms.

- The criminal justice system should consider the social context and the impact of labels on offenders.

- Policies that focus on labeling and societal reaction can help reduce repeat offending.

Differences Between Interactionist and Other Sociological

Theories

Understanding how the interactionist view differs from other perspectives enhances its significance:

Structural theories (e.g., strain theory, social disorganization): These focus on societal structures

and inequalities as root causes of crime. They see crime as a response to social disorganization

or lack of opportunities.

Biological theories: These attribute criminal behavior to genetic, neurological, or physiological

factors.

Psychological theories: These focus on individual mental health, personality, and developmental

factors.

Interactionist theories: Emphasize social interactions, labeling, and societal reactions as key to

understanding crime.

The interactionist approach uniquely highlights the fluid and socially constructed nature of crime,

emphasizing the importance of social reactions and meanings rather than solely structural or individual



factors.

Real-World Applications of the Interactionist View

The interactionist perspective informs various practices and policies in criminal justice:

1. Decriminalization and Reform

- Recognizing that laws are socially constructed encourages reforming outdated or discriminatory laws.

- Focus shifts toward addressing social reactions and reducing stigmatization.

2. Restorative Justice

- Emphasizes repairing harm caused by crime through dialogue, understanding, and reconciliation.

- Aims to reduce labeling and promote reintegration.

3. Community Policing

- Encourages positive interactions between police and communities.

- Focuses on building trust and understanding rather than solely enforcing laws.

4. Prevention Strategies

- Target social interactions, community engagement, and social norms to prevent crime.

- Recognize the role of societal attitudes and labels in shaping criminal behavior.



Criticisms of the Interactionist Approach

While influential, the interactionist view faces some criticisms:

Overemphasis on social reactions: Critics argue it underestimates the role of structural factors

like poverty and inequality.

Subjectivity of labels: The process of labeling can be complex and influenced by various biases.

Lack of focus on root causes: Critics say it neglects underlying causes of criminal behavior such

as economic or psychological factors.

Despite these criticisms, the interactionist perspective remains vital in understanding the social

dimensions of crime and the importance of societal reactions.

Conclusion

The interactionist view of crime and criminal law provides a rich framework for understanding the social

dynamics that influence criminal behavior and societal responses. By emphasizing the social

construction of crime, the significance of labels, and the role of social interactions, this perspective

offers valuable insights into how laws are created, enforced, and challenged. It advocates for a more

humane, rehabilitative approach to criminal justice, emphasizing understanding, social context, and

reducing stigmatization. Recognizing the fluid and socially negotiated nature of crime can lead to more

effective and equitable policies, fostering a society where justice is rooted in understanding and social

harmony.

Understanding this perspective is essential for students, law enforcement officials, policymakers, and



anyone interested in the social dimensions of crime, contributing to a fairer and more inclusive

approach to criminal justice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the interactionist view of crime in criminal law?

The interactionist view of crime emphasizes that criminal behavior results from social interactions and

the meanings individuals assign to their actions, rather than solely from inherent traits or societal

structures.

How does the interactionist perspective differ from other theories of

crime?

Unlike structural theories that focus on societal factors or biological theories that focus on individual

traits, the interactionist view concentrates on the social processes, interactions, and meanings that

influence criminal behavior.

What role do social interactions play in the interactionist view of

crime?

Social interactions are central; they shape individuals' perceptions of right and wrong, influence their

identities, and can lead to criminal behavior through processes like labeling and differential association.

How does labeling theory relate to the interactionist view of crime?

Labeling theory, a key component of the interactionist perspective, suggests that when individuals are

labeled as criminals, they may internalize this label and continue engaging in criminal activity,

reinforcing their criminal identity.



Why is the interactionist view considered a micro-level approach to

understanding crime?

Because it focuses on individual interactions, perceptions, and social processes at the personal level,

rather than broad societal structures or institutions.

What is the significance of social meaning in the interactionist view of

criminal law?

Social meaning is crucial because it influences how individuals interpret their actions and the reactions

of others, which can lead to the development or suppression of criminal behavior.

Can the interactionist view explain why some individuals engage in

crime despite social controls?

Yes, it suggests that variations in social interactions, meanings, and labels can lead some individuals

to engage in crime even when social controls are present.

How does the interactionist view inform criminal justice policies?

It encourages strategies focused on social rehabilitation, changing perceptions, and reducing negative

labels, rather than solely punitive measures.

What are some criticisms of the interactionist view of crime?

Critics argue that it may overlook structural factors like poverty or inequality and can be overly focused

on individual interactions, thus missing broader social influences.

How is the interactionist view relevant in contemporary criminal law

debates?

It remains relevant by highlighting the importance of social context, perceptions, and labels in shaping



criminal behavior and influencing fair and effective legal responses.

Additional Resources

Interactionist view of crime is a sociological perspective that emphasizes the dynamic and reciprocal

relationship between individuals and society in the formation and definition of criminal behavior. This

view posits that crime is not merely a fixed category, but rather a social construct that emerges from

interactions, societal reactions, and the meanings attached to certain behaviors. It challenges

traditional, positivist understandings of crime by focusing on how societal labels, perceptions, and

interactions influence what is considered criminal. This approach provides a nuanced understanding of

criminality, highlighting the importance of social context, power relations, and individual agency in

shaping criminal law and behavior.

---

Understanding the Interactionist View of Crime

The interactionist perspective, also known as the symbolic interactionist approach, is rooted in the

broader sociological tradition that explores how social interactions and perceptions construct social

reality. When applied to crime, it suggests that criminality is not an inherent trait but results from social

processes—particularly the ways in which society responds to and labels certain behaviors and

individuals as criminal.

This view emerged as a critique of earlier perspectives, such as the classical and positivist schools,

which focused on the idea of free will or biological determinism. Instead, interactionism emphasizes

that criminal behavior is shaped by social reactions, definitions, and the meanings individuals attach to

their actions.

Key features of the interactionist view include:



- Crime is a social construct created through societal reactions.

- Definitions of what constitutes crime are fluid and context-dependent.

- The labeling process plays a crucial role in the development of criminal identities.

- Society's reactions can influence individuals to continue or desist from criminal behavior.

- Power relations influence which behaviors are labeled as criminal and which are not.

---

Core Concepts of the Interactionist View of Crime

1. Social Construction of Crime

At the heart of the interactionist perspective is the idea that crime is socially constructed. Instead of

viewing crime as an objective phenomenon, it sees certain behaviors as criminal because society

defines them as such. These definitions vary across cultures, social groups, and historical periods.

Features:

- Crime is not inherent in the act but depends on societal norms.

- Laws reflect social values and power structures.

- Some behaviors may be criminal in one society but not in another.

Implication: This perspective encourages us to question the universality of criminal laws and

understand that they are shaped by social consensus, power, and politics.

2. Labeling Theory

One of the most influential ideas in interactionism is labeling theory, which suggests that the labels



society assigns to individuals influence their self-identity and future behavior. When someone is

labeled as a criminal, they may internalize this label, leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Key points:

- Primary Deviance: Initial acts of rule-breaking that may go unnoticed or be tolerated.

- Secondary Deviance: When an individual accepts the label of a criminal and continues to offend.

- The process of labeling can stigmatize individuals, making reintegration into society difficult.

Features:

- Emphasizes societal reactions over individual traits.

- Highlights the role of social power in labeling.

Pros:

- Explains how some individuals become entrenched in criminal careers.

- Focuses on the importance of social reactions and community responses.

Cons:

- May underplay individual agency and choice.

- Not all labeled individuals commit further crimes.

3. The Role of Power and Social Control

Interactionist theory recognizes that those in power influence what is considered criminal, often

defining laws to serve their interests. Marginalized groups are disproportionately labeled as criminals,

which perpetuates social inequalities.

Features:

- Laws and definitions of crime are shaped by dominant groups.

- Marginalized communities are more likely to be criminalized.

- The criminal justice system may reinforce existing social hierarchies.



Implication: Understanding crime through this lens reveals how social control mechanisms maintain

power structures.

---

Implications for Criminal Law and Society

The interactionist view significantly impacts how we understand, interpret, and respond to crime within

legal and social contexts.

1. Crime and Social Policy

Since crime is seen as a social construct, policies should focus on social reform and addressing

societal factors that lead to criminal behavior rather than solely punitive measures.

Features:

- Emphasizes community-based interventions.

- Advocates for decriminalization of certain behaviors.

- Promotes rehabilitation over punishment.

Pros:

- Can reduce stigma and promote reintegration.

- Addresses root causes of criminality.

Cons:

- May be seen as too lenient or impractical for serious crimes.

- Implementation challenges in changing societal perceptions.



2. The Impact of Labeling

The theory suggests that labeling individuals as criminals can have long-term consequences,

influencing their life chances and social identities.

Implications:

- Emphasizes the need for fair and rehabilitative justice.

- Highlights the importance of avoiding stigmatization.

- Calls for policies that prevent labeling from leading to further criminality.

---

Criticisms and Limitations of the Interactionist View

While the interactionist perspective offers valuable insights, it is not without its criticisms.

Main criticisms include:

- Overemphasis on social reactions: It may neglect individual predispositions or biological factors.

- Determinism of labels: Assumes labels inevitably lead to criminal careers, which is not always the

case.

- Subjectivity: Definitions of crime vary, making it difficult to establish universal principles.

- Limited focus on macro structures: Less attention is paid to broader social and economic factors

influencing crime.

Features in summary:

| Pros | Cons |

|---------------------------------------------------|---------------------------------------------------|

| Highlights the importance of social context | May overlook biological or psychological factors|



| Emphasizes social change and reform | Can be overly deterministic in labeling effects |

| Explains societal reactions and stigmatization | Potential neglect of structural inequalities |

---

Conclusion

The interactionist view of crime offers a compelling framework for understanding criminal behavior as a

product of social interactions, perceptions, and societal reactions. It shifts focus from individual

pathology or biological determinism to the social processes that define and reinforce crime. This

perspective underscores the fluidity of crime definitions, the power dynamics involved in labeling, and

the importance of societal responses in shaping criminal identities.

By recognizing that criminality is socially constructed and heavily influenced by societal reactions,

policymakers and practitioners can develop more empathetic, rehabilitative, and equitable responses to

crime. However, it is also essential to acknowledge the limitations of this approach, including its

tendency to downplay individual and structural factors. Overall, the interactionist perspective enriches

our understanding of crime, emphasizing the importance of social context, power, and agency in

shaping criminal law and behavior.

Understanding the meaning of the interactionist view of crime is crucial for those interested in criminal

justice, sociology, and social policy, as it provides a lens through which to see crime not just as an

individual act but as a social phenomenon intricately linked to societal structures and interactions.
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