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Labelling theory: 
an investigation into the 
sociological critique of deviance 

Bob Fine 

The topic of this paper is labelling theory: ' an attempt within socio- 
logy to  offer a critical theory of deviance. My goal is t o  examine the 
grounds on which labelling theory calls itself critical; its depiction of 
traditional sociological thought on deviance as positivist and its de- 
piction of itself as constituting a radical break from positivism. I shall 
argue that its analysis of positivism is defective, its claim to  make 
a break from positivism unfounded, and its criticalness i l l ~ s o r y . ~  

Labelling theory is itself a label that is used to  indicate a theore- 
tical orientation shared by a series of sociological texts on deviance, 
which emerged in the 1960s as a critical reaction against orthodox 
sociological criminology. The power of a name is blinding. The texts 
that receive this title are taken to  have some basic common element 
that makes each an example of labelling theory. In other words, 
the label 'labelling theory' appears t o  represent a theoretical unity. 
Whether this is or is not the case is an object of our investigation 
and not a presumption. Names c ~ n f u s e . ~  Because a text is written 
by a single author or because it is bound into a single book and 
given a title, or because a single concept runs through it, it seems 
that there must exist a unified theory. But this is not necessarily the 
case. For example, in the works of a leading labelling theorist, 
Howard Becker, and within the limits of a single text of his, called 
Outsiders, and even within a single proposition of his'that labelling 
produces deviance, there are hidden a number of separate theoretical 
discourses. Our first task is to  distinguish them. With respect to  label- 
ling theory, we find upon closer scrutiny that, buried beneath its self- 
presentation as a unity, there exist (usually hidden from view of 
both committed and critic) three distinct theoretical discourses. The 
three are: (i) a theory about the causation of deviance; (ii) a theory 
about the identification of deviance; (iii) a theory about the nature 
or constitution of deviance. Our first task, then is one of distinction. 

1. Labelling as a cause of deviance 

The term 'labelling' is used to denote the various forms of socially 
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Labelling theory 167 

prescribed reaction to  deviance; these include the processes of 
identification, judgement and punishment. This discourse offers an 
aetiological theory; labelling is posited as amajor cause of deviance. 
This proposition lies in contrast to  the more established view that 
deviance is caused by antecedent psychological or social structural 
factors and that the effect of labelling is one of repression and 
deterrence. Labelling theory purports to demonstrate that label- 
ling has the unintended consequence of amplifying the very 
phenomenon that it is intended to  suppress, by virtue of the self- 
fulfilling prophecy that it engenders: 

The young delinquent becomes bad because he is defined as bad 
and because he is not believed if he is good.4 

In other words, call a dog by a bad name and soon enough it will 
become in reality a bad dog. 

The mechanism by which this effect of labelling is produced is 
described within the literature at length. Discussion centres around 
the stigmatization of the labelled person and his or her exclusion 
from normal society: 

Treating a person as though he were generally rather than speci- 
fically deviant produces a self-fulfilling prophecy. I t  sets in 
motion several mechanisms which conspire to  shape the person 
in the image that people have of him. . . . One tends to  be cut 
off, after being identified as deviant, from participation in more 
conventional groups. . . . When caught, the treatment itself may 
likewise produce increasing deviance.' 

The inspiration for this theory has a long pedigree. For example, 
the idea that particular forms of labelling reinforce rather than 
reduce deviance was a commonplace at the end of the eighteenth 
century among critics of the prison and the m a d h ~ u s e . ~  The 
novelty of labelling theory consisted in extending this idea to  the 
point that all labelling (i.e. any form of apprehension, judgement, 
punishment) was said t o  cause or reinforce deviance. 

This claim about the cause of deviance and the effect of label- 
ling is found in two distinct theoretical contexts. Within a model 
that accepted the control, reduction and elimination of deviance 
as the only rational goal, labelling appeared as the epitome of irra- 
tionality. Based on the utilitarian assumption that the function of 
punishment was prevention, deterrence and reform, labelling, with 
its effect of deviance amplification, could only be a remnant of 
irrationality. The goal of deviance control could best be effected 
by a benign neglect, a radical non-intervention, a refusal to  notice, 
by turning a blind eye to  the offender. There was no denial 
that deviance existed; b u i  the best and least followed policy was 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
as

tm
an

 D
en

ta
l I

ns
tit

ut
e]

 a
t 0

9:
49

 0
2 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

15
 



168 Bob Fine 

one of ignoring it.' T o  the extent that the state is the author or 
subject of labelling, the theory offered a criticism of existing state 
practice (though not a reexamination of its function) and a 
recommendation for future practice. Behind this utilitarianism was 
a strong laissez-faire assumption that the best results would come 
from the least intervention. 

An alternative framework was offered for understanding the 
continuation of labelling given its consequence for the amplifica- 
tion of deviance. A functionalist position was adopted that posited 
the existence of deviance as not only functional for all societies, 
but positively required. The existence of deviance was said to  pro- 
vide a contrast through which the normative order of society 
defined itself. The existence of the deviant was said to  reaffirm the 
conscience collective of the normal: 

Crime brings together upright consciences and concentrates 
them.8 

The deviant act creates a sense of mutuality among the people 
of a community by supplying a focus of group feeling9 

The fact that labelling caused deviance does not mean then that 
labelling is an irrational activity; quite the opposite. I t  ensures that 
every society has its requisite share of deviants, so important for 
the maintenance of its normative consensus. The state then, as 
dominant author of the labelling process was delivered from the 
charge of irrationality. I t  performs its function of representing the 
needs of society precisely through its continuation of this seemingly 
ineffective practice. It was the naive utilitarian illusions about the 
real function and rational basis of labelling that has to  be over- 
come. 

Whether labelling theory (i) was placed within a utilitarianism 
or a functionalism, several points remain constant: (a) deviance is 
given an objective existence, that is caused by and, therefore, has 
an existence independent of the labelling process; (b) the legiti- 
macy of causal analysis of deviance is not questioned, (c) the pos- 
sibility of a scientific answer t o  the question of the cause of 
deviance is affirmed. Criticism of labelling theory has taken the 
form of an empirical refutation of its basic proposition that label- 
ling causes deviance.'' Statistics are gathered t o  show that much 
deviance occurs in anticipation of any labelling and to  show that 
labelling may reduce the incidence of deviance. And alternative 
mechanisms are suggested in order to  show the negative effect 
that labelling can be expected to  have on the occurrence of 
deviance. The argument, in brief, is well within the terrain of what 
labelling theorists, wearing another hat, would call positivism. 
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Labelling theory 

2. Error in t he  labelling of deviance 

The second form of theorizing found under the rubric of label- 
ling theory was based upon the discovery of another kind of error; 
not the error of an unintended consequence, but this time upon 
the error of labelling the wrong man or woman: 

some people may be labelled deviant who in fact have not 
broken a rule . . . many offenders may escape apprehension. 'l 

Thus some people are falsely accused: 

The falsely accused situation is what criminals often refer to as 
the 'bum rap'. The person is seen by others as having committed 
an improper action, although he has not in fact done so.12 

And others are not found out: 

In the case of secret deviance an improper act is committed, yet 
no one notices it or reacts to it as a violation of the rules.13 

Becker, in a later article, equates labelling theory with the 'dis- 
covery' of this kind of error: 

Labelling achieved its theoretical importance in quite another 
way. . . . What the theory did was to create a four cell property 
space by combining two dichotomous variables, the commission 
or non-commission of a given act, and the definition of that act 
as deviant or not.14 

A correspondence issue was set up; on occasions the deviant label 
does not correspond with the objective, independent existence of 
deviance in the individual. The self-subsistence of deviance was not 
threatened; it was just that real deviance was sometimes mis- 
identified. l5 

This position was based on a normative theory. Deviance was 
defined as a violation of social rules or norms. On the assumption 
that occasions of rule-breaking can be objectively ascertained (by 
the social scientist), discrepancy between this rule-breaking and 
the identification of this act as deviant can be examined. There 
was nothing particularly novel in the perception of such errors. 
What was distinctive about labelling theory was that it argued for 
the impossibility of rectifying such errors. I t  adopted a sceptical 
stance that the incidence of real rule-breaking was unknowable; 
the possibility of error ever there. Becker recommends his readers 
to consider those who 

do not themselves engage in wrongdoing, but rather appear as 
enforcers of law and morality, as people who complain that 
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170 Bob Fine 

other actors are doing wrong, take them into custody, bring 
them before legal authorities, or administer punishments them- 
selves. If we look long enough, we discover that they do this 
sometimes but not all the time; t o  some people and not to 
others. These discrepancies cast doubt on simple notions about 
when something is after all wrong. We see that actors themselves 
often disagree about what is deviant. . . . We see that enforcers 
of law and morality often temporise, allowing some acts to go 
unpunished, because it would be too much trouble to pursue 
the matter, because they have limited resources and cannot pur- 
sue everyone, because the wrongdoer has sufficient power to  
protect himself. . . . If the sociologist looks for neat categories 
of crime and deviance and expects to  be able to tell clearly 
when someone has committed one of these acts, he finds all 
these anomalies troublesome. He may hope that they will be 
disposed of by improved techniques of data gathering and 
analysis. The long history of attempts to provide these devices 
ought to tell us the hope is misplaced. l6  

The relation between real deviance (rule breaking) and labelled 
deviance (labelled rule breaking) is irremediably contingent. Just 
as in the first case, where the old notion that certain forms of 
labelling are causative of deviance was extended to  the notion that 
all forms of labelling act in this way; so in this case the idea that 
error might occur in labelling was extended to  the notion that 
error is endemic in the labelling process. But, for all that, there is 
no question but that deviance has its own independent and objec- 
tive existence. 

3. Labelling as constitutive of deviance 

The central tenet of labelling theory in its third dimension con- 
cerns not the cause of deviance, nor its identification, but its very 
nature. Presented is a theory of what deviance is. Two fundamen- 
tal propositions are offered. First, that deviance has no objective, 
independent existence of its own. Second, that deviance is a 
purely subjective phenomenon and is in essence no more than a 
label that subjects impose on a given act or person: 

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 that 
label has been successfully applied; deviant behaviour is beha- 
viour that people so label. . . . Whether an act is deviant or not 
depends then on how others react to  it. You can commit incest 
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Labelling theory 171 

and suffer from no more than gossip as long as no one makes a 
public accusation, but you will be driven to  your death if an 
accusation is made.17 

Or again: 

Deviance is not a property inherent in certain forms of beha- 
viour; it is a property conferred upon these forms by audiences 
which directly or indirectly witness them.18 

Or, for one final example: 

The idea of deviance makes it unnecessary to look at the act 
itself. Since deviance is no more nor less than the way the act is 
received, empirical observations can be made by observing its 
reception. . . . Under this principle, the suicide is its treatment.19 

Whatever content is given to  deviance, whatever qualities are pro- 
posed as really deviant, the appearance of objectivity always 
remains an illusion: 

Thus if I say rape is really deviant or imperialism really a social 
#problem, I imply that these phenomena have certain empirical 
characteristics which we would all agree make them reprehens- 
ible.20 

This is not the case Becker continues, for there are no such charac- 
teristics. A strong contrast is made between appearances and 
essence. Deviance does exist, but only as an illusion. This appear- 
ance dissolves as soon as it is subjected t o  analysis. So Garfinkel 
admits that real amounts of crime 'exist', but only in this sense: 

Their existence consists only and entirely in the likelihood that 
socially organised measures for the detection and control of 
deviance can be enforced.21 

Goffman admits that mental illness 'exists', but again only in the 
sense that people do label each other in this way and act as if this 
were the case. But the essence of deviance is altogether subjective: 

Deviance consists of the responses through which it is realised 
as an existential possibility. There is no deviance apart from the 
response; for deviance is in effect the gloss for the process by 
which it is realised as such. The 'characters', t o  borrow Mead's 
words, of the 'objective' stimuli or rule-infraction are assured of 
in no other way than in and through the definitional response 
of the individual or relevant community. The properties of the 
stimuli are not written into the stimuli. Rather they are an 
accomplished creation of the response to  them. The labelling 
process is constitutive of deviance.22 
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172 Bob Fine 

The appearance of deviance is that it is an objective phenome- 
non. The essence of deviance is that it is identical with, corresponds 
with, consists in the methods by which it is labelled, produced, 
constituted, treated, defined e t ~ . ~ ~  

Corresponding to  this separation between appearance and 
essence, two forms of knowledge about deviance are posited. 
Common sense, on the one hand, is trapped irrevocably within a 
world of appearances; it holds fast to the conviction that deviance 
is an objective quality. Theory, by contrast, can alone realize the 
truth of deviance, namely its subjective character: 

The common-sense premise is that there is something inherently 
deviant about acts that break or seem to break social rules.24 

Or, in more sophisticated language: 

From the point of view of the natural attitude or of common- 
sense thought, 'what is mental illness' is answered by invoking 
some correspondence theory of meaning; that is, by naming 
certain properties of the world to which the words mental illness 
purportedly refer or which they reflect or name or picture.25 

This critique of common sense for its uncritical acceptance of 
appearances is glossed by an insistence that no criticism of common- 
sense is intended; only a neutral description. It is emphasized that 
the attitude of common sense (the natural attitude) cannot be 
remedied. The requirements of everyday practice itself determine 
its inevitability. Since there is no alternative, there is no place for 
criticism; only for an awareness of the 'tragic fate' (to use Simmel's 
term) that common sense is bound to. We shall return to  this 
theme later. However, there is explicit criticism of any science 
that reproduces common sense by an avowal of the objectivity of 
deviance. Any form of science that does affirm this objectivity 
and thus, in the eyes of labelling theory, fails to make a radical 
break from common sense is called 'positivism'. Anti-positivism 
becomes the theoretical standard of labelling theory: 

What laymen want to know about deviance is: why do they do 
it? What is there about them that leads them to do forbidden 
things? Scientific research has tried to  find answers to  these 
questions. In doing so, it has accepted the common sense premise 
that there is something inherently deviant about acts that break 
rules. Scientists do not normally question the label 'deviant', 
when it is applied to particular acts or people, but rather take it 
as given.26 

Professional sociology is indicated for its fundamental agreement 
with lay common sense that there is some factual domain of 
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Labelling theory 173 

deviance out there to  which they can both orient. They might see 
different people as deviant, they might offer different explana- 
tions of why they are deviant; but under these surface differences, 
there is this basic agreement: 

agreement as t o  the . . . existence of the phenomenon indepen- 
dent of its having been addressed by some means of inquiry. . . . 
The agreement moderates sociology's profound embeddedness 
in and dependence on the world of everyday life.27 

To recover the essence of deviance, it is necessary to  break entirely 
from common sense into the world of pure theory and analysis; 
from what is sometimes called the world of the intellect into that 
of reason: 

It is necessary to describe deviance by its own logic, that is, as 
it is composed of the common-sense methods that enable us to  
say 'It occurs, it exists, it is a social phenomenon'.28 

True sociology must make a fundamental leap out of everyday life: 

As sociologists we pretend to challenge the existence of the 
world in this sense. . . . While we know that mental illness 
'exists' in that members name under the auspices of these words 
in standard, stable ways, we still raise the question of how men- 
tal illness could possibly exist. We might say then that all (real) 
sociology begins by posing some version of the social order 
problem: given the standard, stable production of an event 
(deviance), how is this production possible?29 

It is only during these moments of the suspension of common 
sense that essence of deviance can be realized. Any attempt, there- 
fore, to  provide a scientific account of deviance, as if it were an 
objective property, is seen as no more than a pseudo-scientific 
validation for a moral decision : 

We can stop worrying about providing 'true accounts' of 'de- 
viance', accounts which would strive to  do a common-sense 
job better than the job done by those practically engaged in the 
world. . . . In shifting our analytic focus, we can cease clothing 
ourgeneralised moral prescriptions in the language of science . . . 
we're no longer taking sides . . . we are freeing moral debate 
from the shackles of phoney scientism. . . . We are free to debate 
on the politics of social control as moral citizens, while at the 
same time pursuing a technical interest in the conventions and 
presuppositions that render it all possible.30 

In brief, a leap from morality to  science requires a break from 
common sense; a break from the latter requires a break from the 
illusions of objectivity. 
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174 Bob Fine 

This third and most radical theoretical discourse offered under 
the umbrella of 'labelling theory' develops a problematic in total 
contradiction with the first two, so breaking with the traditional 
perspective. It denies as a matter of principle exactly what the 
first two theories presuppose: (a) the objective existence of de- 
viance; (b) the possibility of a causal analysis of deviance; (c) the 
possibility of a discrepancy between real deviance and its labelling; 
(d) a dualism between deviance and its labelling, the act and its 
reception, object and subject. We have moved apparently to  a new 
theoretical terrain. 

Section 2: the critique 

A preliminary question: why is it that these three distinct 
theoretical problematics are fused or confused into one? Why are 
they brought together under the single rubric of labelling theory? 
Becker, for example, skates unintentionally from one to another. 
The answer to  this question lies in the idea of error that runs 
through each of these problematics. In each case the labeller is 
conceived of as committing a fundamental error in the practice 
of labelling someone deviant. In the first instance, the error con- 
sisted in the belief that the effect of labelling was to repress 
rather than to increase the incidence of deviance. In the second 
instance, the error consisted in the labeller's belief that a corres- 
pondence could be established between the label and the real rule- 
breaking that the label was to reflect. In the third instance, there 
is a more complicated situation. An elaborate rhetoric is some- 
times articulated denying that labelling theory intends any irony 
or criticism of the common-sense labeller. Assertions are made 
claiming that it is a descriptive and not evaluative enterprise that 
labelling theory is committed to. This position is particularly 
forcibly expressed in the ethnomethodological wing of labelling 
theory. But, however pluralist a position is adopted vis-a-vis the 
relation between common sense and theory, as long as the essence 
of deviance lies in its subjectivity and as long as the objectivity 
of deviance remains a mere appearance, the common-sense label- 
ler's commitment to the objectivity of deviance can only be seen 
as a form of error; as a distortion of essences. Error is the link 
that holds the fragments of labelling theory together in the face 
of their disparate problematics. I t  is here that labelling theory 
finds its precarious unity; not in the coherence of concepts or 
theories; but in a particular positing of the labeller's error. The 
centrality of this idea of error is, as we shall see below, of con- 
siderable significance. 
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Labelling theory 175 

I turn now from the task of elaboration and distinction to that 
of critique. My method of criticism will be to examine the critical 
theoretical programme advocated within labelling theory and show 
that it cannot be realized without self-contradiction. My focus will 
be on the third form of labelling theory, the theory of the consti- 
tution of deviance, since this is the only form that makes a signifi- 
cant break from traditional theory. 

There are four related programmatic statements whose evolu- 
tion we shall follow. 

(a) Deviance has no objective existence. 
(b) The duality between deviance and labelling is dissoluble into 

the single totality of labelling. 
(c) The task of a critical theory is not to accept the givenness of 

phenomena, but to investigate the conditions of their exist- 
ence. 

(d) A critical theory of deviance must make a decisive break 
from common sense and from positivism. 

We must see what happens to each of these principles as the prob- 
lematic of labelling theory unfolds. 

The labeller as deviant? 

Denial of the objectivity of deviance is the fulcrum of labelling 
theory. We can ask whether the theory consistently, i.e. without 
self-contradiction, allows for this negation. We suggested that the 
labelling of an object as deviant is seen as rooted fundamentally in 
error. We can now examine the nature and consequence of this 
error.31 One form of error we can call the error of selectivity. 
The basic formula is this: the features cited as manifestations of 
a person's deviance are objective features of the person described, 
but represent a biased and unwarranted selection from all the 
features belonging to that person. Thus in constructing a version 
of someone as, say, mentally ill, certain features of that person 
and certain of his or her acts are depicted as signs of his or her 
insanity, but these features and acts are a small proportion of all 
the features belonging to that person and of all the acts that he or 
she has committed; and as a sample of the whole the selection is 
biased in favour of demonstrating that person's deviance. A case 
in point is the depiction of deviance through the case record in 
an asylum or prison: 

The case record is apparently not regularly used . . . to record 
occasions when the patient showed capacity to cope honourably 
with difficult life situations. Nor is the case record typically 
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176 Bob Fine 

used to  provide a rough average or sampling of his past conduct. 
One of its purposes is t o  show the ways in which the person is 
'sick' . . . and this is done by abstracting from his whole life 
c0urse.a list of those incidents that have or might have had 
'symptomatic' significance. . . . Early acts in which the patient 
appeared to  have shown bad judgement or emotional disturbance 
will be recorded. Occasions in which he acted in a way the lay- 
man would consider immoral, sexually perverted, weak-willed, 
childish, ill-considered, impulsive and crazy may be described.32 

The labelling of someone as deviant is accomplished by selecting 
some of his or her features to  the exclusion of others. The reality 
beneath the label is frequently characterized by labelling theorists 
as one of a natural equality. All men and women have enough dis- 
reputable acts, enough skeletons in their cupboard, enough 'primary 
deviations' behind them to  be susceptible to  the label of deviance: 

I think that most of the information gathered in case records is 
quite true, although it might seem also to  be true that almost 
anyone's life could yield up enough denigrating facts to provide 
grounds for the records justification of ~ o m m i t r n e n t . ~ ~  

In short, the idea is offered that any biography, including those 
that characterize the subject as deviant, are likely to  be distorted, 
for what is known is unlikely t o  depict accurately the vast amount 
that is unknown. 

An alternative form of error through selection appears when 
features of a situation are excluded which, if taken into account, 
would belie the appearance of deviance. Thus 'insane' behaviour in 
a mental hospital, such as 'endogenic anger' or 'depression' would 
dissolve when seen as a response to  the mortifying conditions of 
the asylum. Here's a parallel example from Goffman: 

On entering the hospital, the patient may feel very strongly the 
desire not to  be known to  anyone as a person who could pos- 
sibly be reduced to  these present circumstances . . . consequently 
he may avoid talking to  anyone, may stay by himself when pos- 
sible, and may even be 'out of control' or 'manic' in order to 
avoid any interaction . . . that opens him up to what he has 
become in the eyes of others.34 

Or a theoretically more sophisticated form of selectivity error is 
said t o  occur whenever a depiction of deviance is made, on the 
following grounds. It is argued that any phenomenon is subject 
to  at least two possible interpretations. Take the example of a 
woman who regularly rants and raves in a telephone box. One 
reading of her behaviour is that she is insane. But there are neces- 
sarily alternative readings: 
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Labelling theory 177 

Suppose we encounter another lady carrying on in exactly the 
same way, and in response to  a designation that she is mad, we 
have to  say, 'No, that is not mental illness, because do you see 
that smashed car on the street. She has just been in an accident 
and those two bodies lying there are her husband and child. So 
this is not mental illness because she is shocked, bereaved and 
hysterical. They are all extenuating  circumstance^.'^^ 

The point being made here is not that the two cases are different, 
but that the same case is subject to  several possible treatments; 
and that its treatment as deviance is an unwarranted selection 
from reality, which is now: the woman-crying-as-a-case-of-insanity 
(i.e. deviance) or-of-bereavement (i.e. not deviance) or whatever 
other readings can be supplied. The practice of labelling is a failure 
t o  see the open-texturedness of phenomena, what phenomenolo- 
gists call the 'horizon of possibilities'. The sense of a phenomenon 
is said to  depend on the reading that is given of that phenomenon 
by the perceiving subject, and this is the case however well defined 
the object is. As Garfinkel puts it, the substitution of objective for 
indexical expressions is always programmatic, can never be accom- 
plished. Labelling deviance, then, requires a selection, not justified 
by the object itself, from all the possible readings of that object. 

A related form of error that the labeller of deviance commits can 
be formulated as an error of projection. In this case, the deviant 
characteristics that labellers attribute to  people and acts are really 
characteristics of their method of looking at these people and their 
acts.'That is, features that belong to  the method of seeing are erro- 
neously reported as objective features of the thing seen. We use the 
term 'projection' in an analogous way t o  its use in psychoanalysis: 

We may apply the term projection whenever something belong- 
ing to  the self is ascribed to an object; i.e. the content of an 
object-representation may be constructed out of the prior 
experience and phantasies of the subject. To this extent there is 
p r ~ j e c t i o n . ~ ~  

In view of the discussion of selectivity it is interesting to  continue 
this quotation: 

Another variable of projection involves the completeness or 
incompleteness with which the real object is reflected in the 
mental object-representation. Highly specific aspects of the real 
object may be selected for representation and the rest ignored: 
a specific character pattern, a single tract, a value held, a skill - 
indeed any part or aspect of the object or of this functioning - 
may be singled out for representation and will then, mentally, 
stand for the object.37 
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178 Bob Fine 

In a very similar fashion labelling theory portrays labellers of 
deviance as ascribing something that belongs to themselves, that is, 
their own method of interpretation, to an object. Thus Goffman 
describes the craziness of mental patients, reported as belonging to  
the patients themselves, as really belonging to the method by 
which they are observed. In the two following examples, 'craziness' 
is seen in one as a product of the social distance of the observer; 
in the other, of the method of collecting information: 

The craziness of sick behaviour claimed for the mental patient 
is by and large a product of the claimant's social distance from 
the situation that the patient is in.38 
A discreditable act that the patient performs during one part of 
the day's routine in one part of the hospital community is likely 
to  be reported back to those who supervise other areas of his 
life, where he implicitly takes the stand that he is not the sort' 
of person who could act that way . . . mental hospitals syste- 
matically provide for circulation about each patient of the kind 
of information that the patient is likely to  try to hide.39 

The upshot of which is that the appearance of craziness is a pro- 
duct of the exposure that the patient is subjected to. Psychiatrists 
see madness around them, police see criminality, and labellers in 
general see deviance, in much the same way, according to this 
account, as paranoids hear conversations about themselves. Except 
that in the more theoretically sophisticated versions, some rhetoric 
is employed that denies any attribution of error or pathology to  
the labellers. 

The rhetoric of certain forms of labelling theory, as we men- 
tioned above, insists that no irony or criticism is intended against 
the everyday practice of labelling. Labelling is said to  be simply a 
normal practice of the common-sense actor. But it is easy to slip 
into some ascription of error on the labeller's part. If the essence 
of a phenomenon is its subjective character; if the essential charac- 
ter of a person or act can only be stated in the form: the person- 
or-act-as-interpreted-by-the-subject, then any notion that the ob- 
ject is inherently deviant can only bring up a correspondence issue 
between the appearance (objective deviance) and reality (act as 
seen, treated, labelled, defined etc., by a subject). It proves harder 
in practice than as a programme for labelling theory to  escape 
from some notion of the defectiveness of the labeller. The nature 
of this defect now reveals itself. Out of the flux and amorphous- 
ness of everyday life; out of the normal practices of ordinary men 
and women going about their world committing their normal 
infractions, the labeller constructs, through a process of selection 
and projection, a version of the other as deviant. A variety of 
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Labelling theory 179 

interests may be said to  motivate this construction: the literature 
contains references to  professional self-interest, maintenance of a 
sense of order or of social cohesion, a display of power and so on. 
But the contradiction that labelling theory falls into remains. We 
find that beneath any surface rhetoric, labelling theory does, after 
all, construct the labeller as rooted in error. But this is to  say, 
given labelling theory's own notion of deviance, that the labeller 
is a deviant. Deviance is defined by Becker as being constituted 
by the appearance of either an inherent pathology or of a rule- 
violation. If labelling is conceived of as an error, it is clearly not a 
rule-violation since labelling is both socially justified and enjoined. 
But labelling theory does posit labelling as a form of pathology; 
albeit a pathology normal for the common-sense actor. I t  impli- 
citly provides an analogy between labelling and the symptoms of 
paranoia (projection and selection). The fact that this 'paranoia' 
becomes both collective and socially legitimated leaves labelling 
theory with no principled way of denying it a deviant status, even 
though it asserts that the labeller is not deviant. Labelling theory 
falls into the same revisionism40 that it has so roundly condemned. 
Rather than doing away with the objectivity of deviance, it has 
only transferred its locus from the conventional deviant to  the 
labeller. Deviance becomes the absolute and inherent property of 
the labeller of deviance. 

Positivism is depicted as consisting in any theoretical model 
that posits the objectivity of deviance and that refuses to  examine 
the conditions for the existence of deviance. Labelling theory 
claims to  make an epistemological break from this problematic 
of the object. But it fails. By its own logic deviance is, far from 
being abolished, absolutized, as an inherent pathology of the 
labeller. That sense that readers of labelling theory have that the 
police, the psychiatrists, the schizogenic families become the new 
folk devils has its roots deep within the theory.41 If deviance is 
subjective, then labellers are deviant; then deviance is objective. 
It is a rabid dog that bites its own tail. 

The reality of deviance 

Labelling theory sought the eradication of the distinction 
between deviance and labelling, to  overcome that dualism and 
replace it with the unity of labelling as the Real, as the sole 
reality. All else was illusion. In place of the contrast between the 
act, on the one hand, and the treatment, definition, handling, 
labelling of the act, on the other hand, labelling theorists pro- 
claimed the incorporation of the former in the latter. This project 
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180 Bob Fine 

proves harder in practice than as a programme. Consider, for 
example, Becker's argument that labelling is the essence of de- 
viance. He asks an analogous question to  that asked by the 'positi- 
vist', Durkheim: what d o  all deviant acts have in common? What 
Durkheim found is that they all 'offend strong and defined states 
of the collective conscience'; in other words, that they violate the 
normative order. Becker rejects this solution: rule-breaking or 
norm violation is not a common characteristic of all deviance, he 
says, because there are many rule-breakers who are not labelled 
deviant and many who are labelled deviant who are not rule- 
breakers. He concludes: 

What then do people who have been labelled deviant have in 
common? At the least they share the label and the experience 
of being labelled as  outside^-s.42 

It is no overwhelming discovery to find that all those labelled 
deviant have in common that they have been labelled. Especially 
when the original question was: what do all deviants have in com- 
mon? And by Becker's own evidence, there are some real deviants 
(he uses the term rule-breakers) who are not labelled deviant; and 
some who are labelled who are not real deviants, i.e. not rule- 
breakers. If the essence of deviance lies in what all deviance has in 
common, then labelling cannot be its essence. For, by Becker's 
own evidence, some deviance is, of course, not labelled such. In 
other words, his argument that deviance is no more than a label, 
or rather that the essence of deviance lies in the label, is totally 
fallacious and self-contradictory, as it stands. And the dualist 
distinction between deviance and labelling remains intact. 

It is hard t o  imagine how this distinction could be overcome as 
an analytical resource. Suppose, someone in a quasi-baptismal 
mood says: 'I label this act incestuous.' How would one ever 
know what is being labelled? The situation is the reverse of Witt- 
genstein's ostensive definition problem. If pointing to  an act is 
not sufficient to  tell us what it is about, an act that is deviant 
does not tell us what it is that is being labelled. When one author 
declares that 'the act is empty until it is given treatment', what is 
the act and the 'it' that is being treated? Garfinkel has an expres- 
sion: the cake is constituted by the cutting. But we might reply 
(cryptically): there must be a cake if you are going to  cut it. 
What labelling theory offers is a description of the movements 
within the process of labelling deviance. For example, movements 
from the intuitive to  the articulated, as when the policeman's 
intuitive feeling that all is not right is articulated into a report to  
his senior officers; from the particular to  the general, as when 
interpretations made by the police of particular criminals are 
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Labelling theory 181 

generalized into a perception of criminality in toto; from the 
obscure to  the definite, as when the pre-patient's first interpreta- 
tion of him or herself as hearing voices is turned into a self percep- 
tion of insanity which in turn is transformed into an official 
designation of insanity. By definition everything that is labelled is 
a label. But labelling theory goes further than offering a descrip- 
tion of the labelling process. It claims that this process is both 
itself and also the reality of deviance; labelling and deviance at 
once. There is nothing given outside the labelling practice that the 
practice works on; that which is labelled (i.e. deviance) is already 
given as part of the labelling practice. 

But there is a confusion here. The method by which the concrete 
phenomenon-deviance is labelled is not the same as the method by 
which that concrete phenomenon emerges in the first place.43 How 
deviance is generated is not the same question as how it is labelled. 
We are back again at a dualism; two separate realities: deviance 
and labelling. Labelling theory was right, perhaps, as we shall 
suggest later, to  see labelling as a totality; that is to  see a common 
process among all the apparently varied forms of contemporary 
reaction to  deviance. I t  was wrong, however, to take the further 
step of seeing labelling as the sole totality; as the totality that 
includes itself and deviance. The labelling act remains distinct from 
the deviant act. The process of deviance (rape, murder, madness, 
etc.) maintains a reality and an objectivity independent of the 
process of labelling (exposure, arbitrary judgement, exclusion, etc.). 
Labelling theory asserts that the existence of labelling is mani- 
festly no illusion nor merely a common-sense perspective; it is a 
social reality. Similarly, we can add, the existence of deviance is 
no illusion and not just a common-sense perspective either. Rape, 
murder and madness are as much social and bodily realities as the 
isolation of the convicted criminal. The alternative, the subsuming 
of deviance under labelling, leads only to  a mesh of contradictions. 

In saying that deviance is a social reality, we signify the follow- 
ing: not that deviance is given in nature independently of social 
and historical organization; nor that deviance is a 'natural' 
property of any society or social order. Rather we imply that 
deviance is a social reality in a way analogous to  slavery, serfdom, 
wage-labour, etc.; i.e. that it is a historical reality with a determi- 
nate character. The significant difference is, of course, that 
whereas slavery, serfdom and wage-labour indicate modes of pro- 
duction as well as modes of power relation, deviance indicates 
only a mode of power relation. This distinction opens up an array 
of issues, only some of which will be addressed in this paper. We 
might add that people are falsely labelled slaves and that this 
does nothing to  offset the reality of slavery. 
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182 Bob Fine 

Labelling the labeller 

We have seen that it is the central tenet of labelling theory that 
the objective existence of deviance must be made problematic and 
that the subjective condition of this sense of objectivity be re- 
covered. It is this scepticism toward the objectivity of deviance 
that is the hallmark of labelling theory's critical anti-positivism. 
We now turn our attention to  the labelling act itself. Can the same 
critical principle be applied to this act, the labelling act, as to the 
deviant act? 

Since labelling theory has affirmed that the essence of deviance 
lies in labelling, labelling itself must be posited as having an objec- 
tive existence. Whereas deviance is mere appearance, labelling is 
reality. If this were not the case, if labelling were not to have this 
independent existence, then the whole case for postulating label- 
ling as the reality behind deviance would topple to the ground. 
In other words, labelling theory has no choice but to offer a pic- 
ture of a world bifurcated between the subjective and the objec- 
tive, the subjectivity of deviance and the objectivity of labelling. 
It, therefore, becomes crucial within the terrain of labelling theory 
to validate the objectivity of labelling. But the question remains 
whether this is possible. Is it the case that the same arguments that 
negated the objectivity of deviance in the eyes of the labelling 
theorist would also negate the objectivity of labelling? 

Two arguments were used to accomplish the former task of 
negating the objectivity of deviance. The first was based on the 
notion that if a phenomenon is objective, then there must be some 
characteristic or characteristics common to  all instances of that 
phenomenon. Both the positivist and the anti-positivist agreed on 
this principle. The disagreement was only around whether such 
an element common to instances of deviance had or had not been 
discovered. Durkheim and the normative theorists found such a 
characteristic in norm-violation or rule-breaking; Becker denied 
the existence of any such element. 

In an analogous fashion, proof of the objectivity of labelling 
requires the discovery of an element common to all cases of 
labelling. Some critics of labelling theory have claimed that this 
has not been achieved. For example, Gibbs asks, concerning a 
case cited by Becker, why it is that 'gossip' and 'general social 
disapproval' are not considered labelling acts; and what substance 
can be given to the notion of a 'public accusation', that is so 
considered. He continues: 

Becker et al. have failed to specify the kind of reactions that 
identify acts as deviant. . . . Must the reaction be overt? Who 
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Labelling theory 183 

must react? Must the reaction be such that something is done to 
the actor?44 

In response, labelling theory in the course of its development seeks 
out this common element like knights after the holy grail. Becker 
offers one form of 'solution'. A labelling act, he says, is an act that 
transforms the other into an 'outsider'. The purely tautologous 
character of this substitution of terms, of outsider for deviant, 
makes his solution totally redundant. 

Two more substantive attempts have been made, which are of 
more interest. In the first, Garfinkel posits the conditions that he 
considers necessary for a 'successful degradation ceremony'; i.e. 
for a successful labelling act. They include, for example: 

The denouncer must not portray himself as acting according to 
his personal, unique experiences. He must rather be regarded as 
acting in his capacity as a public figure. . . . The denouncer must 
make the dignity of the supra-personal values of the tribe salient 
and his denunciation must be delivered in their name. . . . The 
denouncer must . . . speak in the name of these ultimate values 
. . . and (must not) invoke the personal interests that he may 
have acquired by virtue of the wrong done to  him [and so on] .45 

In our second example, McHugh offers the following conditions 
of a successful labelling act: labelling is always a process: 

in which the behaviour is assessed as conventional (or not) and 
then theoretic (or not). With regard to  conventionality, to be 
deviant the behaviour requires that it be deemed unnecessary - 
not accidental, coerced or miraculous. With regard to  theoreti- 
city, t o  be deviant the agent must be deemed to  know what he 
is doing.46 

In each of these cases the claim is made that the objective basis 
of labelling has been found. But if we follow the form of argument 
that labelling theory uses with respect to  deviance, we find that 
there are surely some acts that fulfil all the conditions spelt out by 
Garfinkel and McHugh and yet are not labelled labelling acts. And 
that there are other acts that do not fulfil these conditions that are 
so labelled. The possibility of error and misidentification is present 
as much as in the case of deviance. Indeed, parallel with Becker's 
troublesome categories of 'secret deviance' and 'falsely accused', 
we could analogously add 'the secret accuser' and ihe 'false 
accuser'. In other words, by labelling theory's own standards, it is 
as unfeasible to  discover an objective basis for labelling as it was 
for deviance. 

The second form of argument that is used within labelling 
theory to  affirm the subjectivity of deviance breaks with this 
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184 Bob Fine 

impossible attempt to  show the non-reality of deviance from the 
empirical characteristics of deviance (an absence of common 
characteristic). There is a recognition that if deviance is not an 
object, then the essence of deviance cannot be derived from the 
properties of that object. In other words, the 'common element' 
argument is ditched. Instead, the subjectivity of deviance becomes 
a first principle, a methodological starting-point. It becomes axio- 
matic that 'the act is always empty until it is given treatment'. The 
objectivity of deviance is negated in this way: 

I have chosen to  locate deviance in its common sense items of 
production, in order to  meet the sociological principle of des- 
cribable social treatment. This principle stresses that i t  is the 
activity of members as they deal with one another that main- 
tains or changes society . . . and so to  describe society one must 
describe these  dealing^.^' 

But if the objectivity of one observable social act, deviance, is 
negated as a matter of principle, what grounds can there be for 
not negating the objectivity of another observable social act, 
labelling. But this is exactly what labelling theory cannot do. It 
cannot extend its own critical principle to  labelling itself. 

In short, labelling theory requires of labelling that it have an 
objective and independent existence. Consistent application of its 
own critical programme would undermine the basis of this objec- 
tivity. Labelling theory hoists itself on its own petard. 

An uncritical positivism 

We see that labelling theory has to  affirm the objectivity of the 
labelling process itself, in spite of the contradictions for its critical 
stance that this affirmation engenders. The positivist outcome of 
this avowal follows directly from the form of critique that label- 
ling theory poses. When the critical question takes the form: what 
are the subjective conditions for the appearance of objectivity, the 
discovery that labelling is truly objective can mean that it requires 
no subjective condition. If the only form of condition that is 
sought is a subjective condition, then labelling appears uncondi- 
tioned, self-sufficient, dependent only upon itself. I t  just is. Label- 
ling is reified as the absolute, the unconditioned, the real, requir- 
ing for its privileged existence nothing outside of itself. 

We find in labelling theory a treatment of labelling parallel to 
positivism's treatment of deviance. In the latter, deviance was 
posited as a purely natural property of persons and acts. Lombroso 
was among the first to  develop the idea that certain qualities, like 
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Labelling theory 185 

aggressiveness, lack of remorse, masculinity among women, head 
size, etc., were characteristic of a natural state, called criminality. 
Within the positivist camp itself, this naturalism was questioned. 
Cultural and historical investigation revealed the relativity of 
deviance and Lombroso's account was criticized for its pre- 
positivist essentialism. Absurdity was reached when Lombroso 
argued for the inherent criminality of certain primitive peoples 
and even plants. In place of this naive naturalism, positivism 
offered a definition of deviance as a violation of social norms. De- 
viance was seen as a social phenomenon, but it remained natural in 
the sense that it was conceived as a feature and product of society 
as such, society in  he abstract. It became a property of social 
order. 

Crime is normal because a society exempt from it is utterly 
impossible. . . . Crime is present not only in the majority of 
societies of one particular species, but in all societies of all 
types. There is no society that is not confronted with the prob- 
lem of criminality. Its form changes; the acts thus characterized 
are not the same everywhere. But everywhere and always there 
have been men who have behaved in such a way as to draw 
upon themselves penal r e p r e s ~ i o n . ~ ~  

The only condition, then, of deviance was society. From which it 
follows that there are no particular conditions for the existence of 
deviance. Deviance, in other words, has no history. Positivism 
denies deviance a history (except the internal history of its chang- 
ing forms) by, first, locating it in nature itself, and then in society 
in the abstract. 

Labelling theory's treatment of labelling follows an exactly 
analogous path. At first, labelling is posited as merely objective; 
it is natural in that there is no possibility of questioning its condi- 
tion of existence. In its more developed versions, the only condi- 
tion of labelling allowed is society itself: 

As members of society, we know that mental illness exists . . . 
within the context of the natural attitude we do not inquire 
into the possibility of such a p h e n ~ m e n o n . ~ ~  

The common-sense premise is that there is something inherently 
deviant about acts that break social rules.50 

In each quotation, we see that it is membership of society, com- 
mitment to  common sense or the natural attitude as such, that 
leads to  the inevitability of labelling. Garfinkel equates the ab- 
sence of degradation ceremonies with demoralization itself! 

It is proposed that only in societies that are totally demoralised, 
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186 Bob Fine 

will an observer be unable to find such ceremonies, since only 
in total anomie are the conditions of degradation ceremonies 
lacking. . . . It will be treated as axiomatic that there is no 
society that does not provide, in its routine features, the condi- 
tions of identity degradati~n. '~ 

Argument for the universality of labelling follows a path directly 
akin to the functionalist argument for the universality of deviance. 
The necessity of labelling and thus of the appearance of deviance 
is posited as a requirement of social cohesion: 

The function of labelling is to keep these boundaries between 
the community and what lies beyond it clearly demarcated and 
to  help to  clarify them when they begin to  be obscured. Mora- 
lity and immorality meet at the public scaffold and it is during 
this meeting that the line between them is drawn.52 

It is no longer deviance, but the appearance of deviance that it 
functionally demanded. 

Labelling theory develops an elaborate rationale for this affir- 
mation of the naturalness of labelling people deviant; consider, for 
example, this use of phenomenology. Reality itself is conceived of 
as flux and disorder; it is likened by one author to  a dark and con- 
fused forest. There are no facts or things; only process and move- 
ment. Out of this disorder, it is a human requirement to create a 
sense of order: 

My knowledge of everyday life has the quality of an instrument 
that cuts a path through a forest, and as it does so, projects a 
narrow core of light on what lies just ahead and immediately 
around; on all sides of the path there continues to be darkne~s. '~ 

In order to  find some security amid this disorder, human beings 
select arbitrarily certain features of this flux and out of these 
selected features create a 'symbolic universe' which they then mis- 
takenly take for reality itself. The symbolic universe acts as a 
'protective cocoon' for human beings, as it 'shields them from 
realities that are harsh and even intolerable'. But these realities 
remain lurking around the edges: 

The chaos that surrounds social order is threatening precisely 
because it has the capacity to  generate phenomena that the 
system cannot interpret in a meaningful way . . . that chaos 
holds the potential to  confront us with things that literally 
should not exist. 54 

We can only preserve our sense of order by negating the reality of 
these anomalies that in any society fail to fit into the restricted 
confines of a symbolic universe. Our method for so doing is to 
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label them deviant. Labelling deviance is our means of incorpora- 
tion: 

the transgression of the boundaries of the symbolic universe by 
which the inherent disorder of human existence is made to  
appear orderly.55 

The labelling of deviance is ~os i t ed ,  in a phrase, as the unavoidable 
outcome of a universal social need to create order out of chaos 
and to find a security in an 'objective' world amide the flux of 
reality. The relocation of deviance in the realm of appearances and 
the symbolic does nothing to alter the purely abstract conception 
of society offered within the positivist camp. 

Why is it that labelling theory's attempt to make a radical break 
from positivism fails so completely? What, according to labelling 
theory, requires explanation is only the sense of objectivity that 
deviance has. It is not deviance and labelling as determinate social 
processes that are investigated; only the independence of deviance 
from the labelling process; the independence of the object vis-a-vis 
the subject. For labelling theory, the primary contradiction is bet- 
ween subject and object; all others are merely, to use Marx's words, 
the cloak, the esoteric form of these two  opposite^.'^ In short, for 
labelling theory, it is the externality of deviance that is its problem 
and defect, not its determinate social character." As a result, 
analysis of the conditions of deviance is tied to those of objecti- 
vity. As long as the appearance of an objective world persists - as 
long, therefore, as men and women believe in the illusions of an 
objective world - deviance too will persist. If such belief is the 
fate of social actors, then the social inevitability of labelling and 
the sense of deviance is secured. 

If we turn our attention to the specific features of the labelling 
process, as described within labelling theory itself, what do we 
find? We saw, for example, that Garfinkel argued that the labeller 
must purport to represent the morality and interest of the social 
collectivity as a whole, and that he must present the labelled as an 
enemy of this collectivity; a violator of a collective conscience be- 
longing to  the social body in totality. The question now arises 
whether particular historical conditions are required for this claim 
to be successfully made, conditions outside of the labelling pro- 
cess itself. One requirement is the existence of the idea of a 
general social interest; an idea that certainly was not part of feudal 
political Another requirement, perhaps, for the margi- 
nal status attributed to  the deviant is the existence of a practice of 
exclusion, a practice whose historical inception and materializa- 
tion in institutions of confinement we can historically trace.59 

Consider another characteristic of the labelling process described 
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188 Bob Fine 

within labelling theory. The relation between an act and the insti- 
gation of a labelling process is always a contingent one. Society is 
presented as being constructed in such a way that rational assess- 
ment of the social consequences of one's actions is impossible. 
Normal calculation of the relation between cause and effect is 
disrupted. Any act may trigger punishment in response; another 
that is thought destined to be labelled will be ignored. A Kaf- 
kasesque world is presented, in which the normal man or woman 
(K) is subjected to  accusation, judgement and punishment for 
reasons entirely opaque to  him or her. The turning of the wheels 
of justice hqs become a wholly alien phenomenon; beyond the in- 
tellectual or practical determination of the victims of its power. 
What labelling theory describes is a society in which power has 
been alienated from its subjects. But labelling theory presents this 
alienation as if it is a social fatality emergent from the aethereal 
contradictions of subject and object. But what we in fact witness 
here, if we address the question of determinacy, is a particular 
form of power relation, different in kind from other forms of 
power. The historical conditions under which such a form will 
arise demands our critical attention. The labelling process is 
revealed no longer as an abstract social phenomenon, but as a par- 
ticular, historical process. 

If labelling theory were to  treat slavery in a fashion analogous 
to  its treatment of deviance, then the problem of slavery would 
consist not in its social and historical character, but in its sense of 
objectivity. Slavery would be presented as a subjective category 
and what would require critical attention is its appearance of 
external existence. What labelling theory does is to  treat the 
social (i.e. deviance) as the subjective; and the asocial or presocial 
(i.e. abstract humanity, natural equality, universality of 'rule- 
breaking' or of 'primary deviation') as the real.(jO 

Why is it, however, that the process of labelling deviance is uni- 
versalized, and not that of labelling slavery? An analogy can be 
found in the treatment of commodity production that Marx dis- 
covered in political economy. Political economy posited commo- 
dity production as a universal phenomenon. Marx's achievement 
was t o  demonstrate the particular character of commodity produc- 
tion; its specificity as one mode of production among many; and 
the conditions that made it possible (e.g. private ownership of the 
means of production). He argues that the source of the appearance 
of its universality lies in its embeddedness in the contemporary, 
capitalist world: 

Man's reflections on the forms of social life and, consequently, 
also his scientific analysis of these forms, take a course directly 
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Labelling theory 189 

opposite to  that of their actual historical development. He 
begins, post festum, with the results of the process of develop- 
ment ready t o  hand before him. The characters that stamp 
products as commodities and whose establishment is a necessary 
preliminary to  the circulation of commodities, have already 
acquired the stability of natural, self-understood forms of social 
life before man seeks to  decipher not their historical character, 
for in his eyes they are immutable, but their meaning.@ 

So too the labelling of deviance is one of the many forms that 
power can take.'j2 The source of its appearance of historical uni- 
versality, we can surmise, emerges precisely from a parallel projec- 
tion of an existent and deeply embedded social form. 

Finally, the labelling theorist places himself in a position of 
total privilege over the masses. The common-sense of the masses is 
presented as irrevocably committed to the alienated practice of 
labelling. Emancipation is only possible through an escape from 
common sense and from social practice in general. For whom is 
this escape possible? For the theorist, who could suspend the 
world of everyday life, suspend objectivity and elevate himself to  
the heavenly realms of the theoretic attitude. Only for the theorist 
can the appearances of the objectivity of deviance be dissolved and 
alienation be overcome. For labelling theory, it is not the privilege 
that positivism accorded scientific theory that is a problem; but 
the insufficiency of this appraisal. The labelling theorist sets him- 
self up as the measuring-rod of the alienation of the masses. 

A consistent anti-positivism reveals, however, other possibili- 
ties: that 'common-sense' can investigate the historical character 
of the processes of deviance and of labelling; that it can investi- 
gate the conditions of their emergence, reproduction and disinte- 
gration; that it, therefore, can develop a practice to  realize this 
disintegration. The theorist's sublimity is brought down to  earth 
with the terrestrial insight that deviance can be revolutionized in 
practice, not transubstantiated in theory. The critique of positi- 
vism remains crucial. But labelling theory, for all its appearance 
of criticalness, discloses itself in the end as an uncritical positivism. 

Notes 

1. I wish to thank Tessa Weave, Simon Clark, Simon Frith and Martin Legas- 
sick for their exceptionally useful comments on earlier drafts of this paper. 
2. The general issue here is the relation between positivism and idealism 
found in sociology. See Colletti (1972) and (1973). 
3. For an interesting discussion of 'discursive unity', see Foucault (1974). 
4. Tannenbaum (1968), p. 18. 
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5. Becker (1967), p. 34. 
6. For example, Howard (1929). 
7 .  For example, Schur (1973). 
8. Durkheim (1966a), p. 102. 
9 .  Erikson (1966), p. 64.  
10. For example, Mankoff (1971). He uses Becker's own evidence on  mari- 
juana use t o  refute this aetiology: 'At n o  point in his narrative does Becker 
refer t o  invidious labelling as a factor in bringing about  regular marijuana use' 
(p. 209). And he sees this emphasis on labelling as a displacement from the 
real causes of deviance: 'The pre-occupation with labelling as the source of 
chronic rule-breaking may blind sociologists t o  macro-sociological analysis 
which traces social instability and career deviance t o  the very institutional 
arrangements - economic, political, cultural - that  are supposed t o  maintain 
order' (p. 215). 
11. Becker (1967), p.  9 .  
12. ibid., p. 20.  
13. ibid., p. 20. 
14. Becker (1974), p. 43.  
15. For an elaboration of this argument from an ethnomethodological view- 
point, see Pollner (1974). 
16. Becker (1974), p. 45.  
17. Becker (1967), p.  9 .  
18. Erikson (1962), p. 308. 
19. McHugh (1970), p. 81. 
20. Becker (1974), p. 58. 
21.  Garfinkel (1967), p.  215. 
22. Pollner (1974), p. 32. 
23. It  is this variant of labelling theory that is directly 'idealist' in character, 
if we accept Hegel's definition of idealism (quoted by Colletti) as a philo- 
sophy that seeks 'the disappearance of all that is objective . . . all that is affir- 
mative, all that  is definite'. Idealism is defined as the realization that 'the 
material as it appears apart from and prior t o  the notion has no truth', that  
'the truth of the sensible and the perceptual lies in being appearance' (Colletti, 
1973, Ch. 1: 'Hegel and the Dialectic of Matter'). The distinguishing mark of 
idealism lies in its denial of any duality between object and subject; all is 
resolved into the  totality of the subject. Variants of idealism depend on the 
ways in which the subject is defined (for Hegel, Thought; for ethnometho- 
dology, members' practices; for labelling theory, the labelling process). S o  
ethnomethodology's general recommendation, t o  'treat every feature of 
sense, of fact . . . as the managed accomplishment of members' methods for 
displaying and detecting the  setting's features', is idealist in character in its 
negation of the object. This is the case, however much emphasis is placed on 
the Subject's being constituted by 'practices' rather than 'thought' or 'ex- 
perience'. The general formula ou t  of which labelling theory emerges is that  
the objectlphenomenonlempirical event consists in/corresponds withlessen- 
tially is the methods by which it is produced, accomplished, treated, received, 
defined, labelled, etc. That is, the dualism between the event and its treat- 
ment is resolved into the monism of its treatment. 
24. Becker (1967), p. 3. 
25. Blum (1970), p. 32. 
26.  Becker (1967), p. 3. 
27. Zimmerman and Pollner (1973), p. 81.  
28. McHugh (1970), p. 64.  
29.  Blum (1970), p. 32. 
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30. Coulter (unpub.), p. 13. 
31. The idea for  this analysis of error came from an excellent doctoral disser- 
tation at  Harvard by Howard Schwartz, called 'Some Subjective Phenomena 
and Their Analysis'. The thesis contains some of the most insightful com- 
ments upon subjectivism and ethnomethodology, that has come from within 
the tradition. 
32. Goffman ( l961) ,  p. 155. 
33. ibid., p. 159. 
34. ibid., p. 146. 
35. Blum (1970), p. 33. 
36. Fingarette ( 
37. ibid., p. 
38. Goffman ( l961) ,  p. 130. 
39. ibid., p. 160. 
40. For  a critique of revisionism, that falls precisely into this trap, by impli- 
citly positing a deviant status for legal prosecution practices, cf. Sudnow 
(1965). 
41. This sense of the labeller's deviance has been noticed by Mitchell Young 
(1975) and Blum (1972). 
42.  Becker (1967), p. 9 .  
43. See, by way of analogy, Marx's comment on Hegel and idealism: 'Hegel 
fell into the illusion of conceiving the real as the product of thought concen- 
trating itself, probing its own depths, and unfolding itself out  of itself, by 
itself; whereas the method of rising from the abstract t o  the concrete is only 
the way in which thought appropriates the concrete. . . . Rut this is by  no 
means the process by which the concrete itself comes into being. . . . The 
totality as i t  appears in the head, as a totality of thoughts, is a product of the 
thinking head which appropriates the world in the only way it  can, a way dif- 
ferent from the artistic, religious, practical and mental appropriation of this 
world. The real subject retains its autonomous existence outside the head just 
as before. . . ' (my emphasis; Marx, 1973, p. 101). 
44.  Gibbs (1972), p. 41. 
45. Garfinkel (1956), p. 423.  
46. McHugh ( l970) ,  p. 78. 
47. ibid., p. 64 .  
48.  Durkheim (1966), p. 65.  
49. Blum (1970), p. 32. 
50. Becker (1967), p. 9. 
5 1 .  Garfinkel (1965), p. 421. 
52. Erikson (1966), p. 12. 
5 3 .  Berger and Luckmann (1967), p. 45 .  
54. Scott (1972), p. 21. 
55. ibid., p. 22. 
56. Marx argues that the  'real interest' of idealism 'is the opposition of in 
itself and for itself, of consciousness and self-consciousness, of object and 
subject, i.e. the opposition in thought itself between abstract thought and 
sensible reality or real sensuous experience. All other contradictions and 
movements are merely the appearance, the cloak, the esoteric form of these 
two opposites which are alone important and which constitute the signifi- 
cance of the other, profane contradictions' (quoted in Colletti, 1973,  p. 101). 
57. Marx again states the matter very clearly, when he says that for  Hegel, 'it 
is not the fact that  the human being objectifies himself inhumanly, in opposi- 
tion t o  himself, but  that he objectifies himself by distinction from and in 
opposition t o  abstract thought, which constitutes alienation as it exists and as 
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192 Bob Fine 

it has t o  be transcended . . . therefore the appropriation of alienated objective 
being or the supercession of objectivity in the form of alienation, signifies for  
Hegel . . . the supercession of objectivity; since it is not  the determinate 
character of the object but  its objective character which is the scandal of 
alienation for self-consciousness' (quoted in Colletti 197 3,  p. 177). 
58. See Gierke (1958). 
59. See Foucault (1967). 
60.  See Marx (1973), pp. 264-5: 'Proudhon says, "For society, the dif- 
ference between capital and product does not  exist. The difference is entirely 
subjective and related t o  individuals." Thus he calls subjective precisely what 
is social; and he calls society a subjective abstraction. The difference between 
product and capital is exactly this, that the product expresses as capital a 
particular relation belonging t o  a historic form of society. This so-called con- 
templation from the standpoint of society means nothing more than the 
overlooking of the differences which express the social relation (relation of 
bourgeois society). Society does not consist of individuals, but  expresses the 
sum of interrelations, the relations within which these individuals stand. As 
if someone were t o  say: See from the perspective of society, there are n o  
slaves and no citizens; both are human beings. Rather they are that outside 
of society. . . . ' 
61. Marx (1972), p. 75. 
62. This statement clearly needs as a support some discussion of power; espe- 
cially as I am using 'power' as a universal in a way parallel t o  Marx's use of 
production as a universal. I shall leave this much-needed discussion t o  a later 
paper. 
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