
According To Sociologist Howard Becker, Crime And
Deviance Are Defined By The __________.

Understanding the Role of Social Definitions in Crime and
Deviance

According To Sociologist Howard Becker, Crime And Deviance Are Defined By The __________. This
statement underscores a fundamental concept in sociology: that society itself plays a crucial role in
determining what behaviors are considered criminal or deviant. Becker's perspective challenges the
traditional view that crime and deviance are inherent qualities of certain actions or individuals. Instead, he
emphasizes the importance of social context, norms, and perceptions in shaping societal judgments. This
article explores Becker’s ideas in detail, examining how definitions of crime and deviance are constructed
and the implications for understanding social order and change.

Howard Becker and the Labeling Theory

Who Was Howard Becker?
Howard Becker was a prominent American sociologist renowned for his contributions to the sociology of
deviance. His work in the 1960s, particularly the development of the Labeling Theory, revolutionized how
sociologists understand crime and deviance. Becker argued that deviance is not a quality inherent in certain
acts but is instead a consequence of societal reaction.

The Core Idea of Labeling Theory
Labeling Theory posits that:

- Deviance is a social construct, created through societal reactions.
- The labels attached to individuals (e.g., "criminal," "deviant") influence their self-identity and behavior.
- Societal responses to certain behaviors reinforce deviance, leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy.

In essence, Becker emphasized that what society considers deviant varies across cultures and historical
periods, highlighting the importance of social context in defining crime.



Society's Role in Defining Crime and Deviance

The Social Construction of Deviance
Deviance is not an objective concept but is constructed through social processes, including:

- Legislation and Law Enforcement: Laws define what is criminal, but these laws reflect societal values at
specific times.
- Cultural Norms: What is acceptable varies across societies and influences perceptions of deviance.
- Media portrayal: Media often shape public perceptions by highlighting certain behaviors as problematic.

The Impact of Power and Social Inequality
Power dynamics significantly influence the labeling process:

- Dominant groups often define what is deviant, marginalizing subordinate groups.
- Social control mechanisms are used to maintain existing power structures.
- Examples include the criminalization of marginalized communities or behaviors associated with lower
socioeconomic statuses.

This perspective underscores that definitions of crime and deviance often serve societal interests rather
than objective standards.

Examples of Society Defining Crime and Deviance

Historical and Cultural Variability
What is considered deviant or criminal can change over time:

- Prohibition of alcohol in the early 20th century in the US labeled drinking as deviant.
- Homosexuality was once criminalized in many societies but is now accepted in many parts of the world.
- Drug laws vary widely, reflecting societal attitudes and political agendas.

Contemporary Issues
Current debates highlight society's role in defining deviance:

- Cybercrime and online behaviors are increasingly criminalized.



- Social media influences perceptions of acceptable conduct.
- Movements advocating for social justice challenge existing definitions of crimes like loitering or vagrancy.

The Implications of Becker’s Perspective

Understanding Crime as a Social Construct
Recognizing that crime and deviance are socially constructed leads to several implications:

- Policies and laws should be examined critically, considering who benefits from certain definitions.
- Rehabilitation vs. punishment: Emphasizes the importance of addressing societal attitudes rather than
solely focusing on individual behavior.
- Social change: Challenging existing norms can lead to shifts in what behaviors are considered deviant.

Impacts on Criminal Justice and Society
Becker’s theory influences various aspects of the criminal justice system:

- Discretion in law enforcement can lead to bias.
- The criminal justice system may disproportionately target marginalized groups.
- Decriminalization efforts often stem from changing social perceptions.

Critiques and Limitations of the Labeling Theory

While Becker’s perspective has been influential, it is not without critiques:

- Overemphasis on social reaction: Some argue it underestimates the role of individual choice and inherent
harm.
- Neglect of the original act: Critics claim it shifts focus away from the behavior itself.
- Potential for victim-blaming: Emphasizing societal labels might overlook victims of crimes.

Despite these critiques, the theory remains a vital tool for understanding the social dimensions of crime and
deviance.



Conclusion: Society as the Creator of Crime and Deviance

Howard Becker’s assertion that crime and deviance are defined by society highlights the importance of
social context, norms, and power relations in shaping perceptions of behavior. His labeling theory
emphasizes that behaviors are only considered criminal or deviant because society reacts to them in specific
ways. This understanding calls for a critical examination of laws, policies, and societal attitudes to foster a
more just and inclusive approach to social control.

By recognizing that definitions of crime are not fixed but fluid and socially constructed, societies can work
towards more equitable and reflective systems. Ultimately, Becker’s insights remind us that what is
considered criminal or deviant is as much about societal perceptions and power as it is about the acts
themselves.

Frequently Asked Questions

According To Sociologist Howard Becker, Crime And Deviance Are
Defined By The __________.
Society's reactions and labels, rather than the act itself.

What is the significance of Howard Becker's view that crime and
deviance are socially constructed?
It emphasizes that what is considered criminal or deviant varies across societies and depends on societal
reactions.

How does Howard Becker's perspective influence our understanding of
deviance?
It suggests that deviance is not inherent in the act but is defined by societal responses and labels.

According to Howard Becker, what role do societal reactions play in
defining deviance?
Societal reactions determine which behaviors are labeled as deviant, thus shaping perceptions of crime.



How does Becker's idea impact the way we approach crime prevention?
It indicates that changing societal reactions and labels can influence what behaviors are considered deviant
or criminal.

What concept is central to Howard Becker's theory on crime and
deviance?
The labeling theory, which posits that societal labels influence individuals' identities and behaviors.

Additional Resources
According To Sociologist Howard Becker, Crime And Deviance Are Defined By The __________.

Introduction

In the realm of sociology, understanding human behavior—particularly behaviors labeled as criminal or
deviant—requires more than a surface-level analysis. Howard Becker, a prominent figure in the sociology
of deviance, revolutionized the way scholars interpret crime and deviance by emphasizing the significance
of social processes and perceptions. His influential perspective suggests that these behaviors are not
inherently criminal or deviant but are instead defined by societal reactions and labels. This article explores
Becker’s foundational ideas, elaborates on the social construction of deviance and crime, and analyzes the
implications of his theories for contemporary society.

---

Howard Becker’s Perspective on Crime and Deviance

Historical Context and Theoretical Foundations

Howard Becker emerged in the mid-20th century as a critical voice challenging traditional, more static
understandings of crime and deviance. His work was heavily influenced by symbolic interactionism, a
sociological perspective that emphasizes the importance of symbols, language, and interactions in shaping
social reality. Becker’s most renowned contribution, encapsulated in his 1963 book "Outsiders," argued that
deviance is not an inherent quality of an act but a result of societal reactions and labels.

Becker believed that society’s response to certain behaviors—through laws, sanctions, and moral
judgments—creates the social reality of deviance. His perspective shifted focus from the act itself to the



social process of labeling and how social groups define what is considered normal or deviant.

The Labeling Theory

At the core of Becker’s work lies the Labeling Theory, which posits that:

- Deviance is a consequence of social labels: When individuals are labeled as deviant, they are often
stigmatized, which influences their self-identity and future behavior.
- The act becomes deviant through societal reaction: An act only becomes deviant when society labels it as
such, rather than because of inherent qualities of the act itself.
- Labels influence social interactions: Once labeled, individuals may face exclusion, discrimination, or
increased scrutiny, which can reinforce deviant behavior.

Key aspects of Labeling Theory include:

- Primary Deviance: The initial act that may or may not attract societal reaction.
- Secondary Deviance: When societal reaction leads individuals to accept the deviant label, often resulting
in continued or escalated deviance.
- Master Status: The societal label that dominates an individual's identity and social interactions.

---

Crime and Deviance as Socially Constructed Concepts

The Social Construction of Deviance

Becker’s assertion that crime and deviance are defined by societal reactions emphasizes that these are social
constructs—concepts created and maintained by social norms and power relations.

Key points include:

- Norms and Morality: Societies establish norms—rules of behavior deemed acceptable—and deviance
emerges when behaviors violate these norms.
- Cultural Relativity: What is considered deviant in one society may be acceptable in another, highlighting
the relativity and fluidity of deviance.
- Power and Control: Dominant groups often define deviance to maintain social control, which can lead to
the criminalization of marginalized groups or behaviors.



Implications of Social Construction:

- The definition of crime is not universal but context-dependent.
- Laws reflect societal power dynamics, often criminalizing behaviors of subordinate groups while
protecting the interests of dominant classes.
- Deviance can be a form of social resistance or protest against established norms.

The Role of Societal Reaction and Moral Panic

Becker emphasized that societal reactions are central to the process of defining deviance. The media, law
enforcement, and policymakers play crucial roles in shaping perceptions.

Moral Panic: A specific phenomenon where society reacts intensely to a perceived threat, often
exaggerating the scope or severity of certain behaviors. Examples include:

- The crackdown on youth subcultures in the 1950s.
- Media-driven fears about drug epidemics.

These reactions can lead to harsher laws and increased labeling, perpetuating cycles of deviance.

---

The Implications of Becker’s Theory for Understanding Crime
and Deviance

Deviance as a Social Process

Becker’s perspective shifts the focus from individual pathology to social processes. Instead of viewing
deviance as an inherent trait or moral failing, it is seen as a result of societal reactions and interactions.

This understanding leads to several insights:

- Deviance is dynamic and context-dependent.
- The same behavior can be labeled differently depending on societal norms.
- Social control mechanisms influence who is labeled deviant and how.



The Impact of Labeling on Individuals

The labeling process can have profound effects:

- Self-identity: Once labeled, individuals may internalize the label, leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy.
- Social exclusion: Labeled individuals often face discrimination, limiting opportunities and increasing
marginalization.
- Recidivism: Stigmatization can make it difficult for individuals to reintegrate into society, perpetuating
cycles of deviance.

Policy and Social Intervention

Understanding that crime and deviance are socially constructed informs approaches to crime prevention
and social policy:

- Emphasize decriminalization and alternative sanctions that avoid stigmatization.
- Promote community-based programs that challenge stereotypes.
- Address underlying social inequalities that influence labeling processes.

---

Critiques and Limitations of Becker’s Approach

While Becker’s work has been profoundly influential, it has also faced critique:

- Overemphasis on societal reaction: Critics argue that not all deviance is solely a product of societal labeling;
some behaviors may have inherent harmful qualities.
- Neglect of individual agency: The focus on social processes might underplay personal choice and biological
factors.
- Potential for moral relativism: The relativity of deviance can challenge efforts to establish universal
standards of morality and justice.

Despite these critiques, Becker’s theory remains foundational in understanding the social dynamics of crime
and deviance.

---



Conclusion: The Power of Social Definitions

In summary, Howard Becker’s assertion that crime and deviance are defined by the societal reactions and
labels underscores the importance of social context in understanding human behavior. His emphasis on the
social construction of deviance challenges traditional views that see crime as merely a violation of fixed
laws or moral codes. Instead, Becker invites us to consider how societal power, norms, and reactions shape
what is considered deviant, and how these labels influence individual lives and social order.

This perspective has profound implications for policymakers, law enforcement, and society at large.
Recognizing that labels can perpetuate deviance encourages more nuanced, humane, and socially aware
approaches to dealing with crime and deviance. Ultimately, Becker’s work reminds us that social
definitions are powerful—they not only reflect societal values but also actively shape social realities.

---
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