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Criminology has changed and evolved over time, and as a result more complex theories to why individuals commit criminal and deviant behaviour have been theorised. During the course of criminology four key theories have come to the forefront, historical explanations, structuralism, constructionism, and poststructuralism (Hale et al, 2013). This essay will look at constructionism as it links into outsider’s theory a form of labelling theory, and strain theory which will be discussed later as the main theories of this essay. These two theories will then be analysed to see if they have a link to modern day crime and deviance. 

Constructionism is the overarching theory of criminology that crime is in the eyes of the beholder and that beholder is the law, however society deems what is deviant behaviour not the law. In constructionism crime is seen as more of a fluid ideal and idea, as crime has changed and adapted over time to fit the needs of society or not, and this can be seen over history such as the constant change in laws surrounding abortion and even LGBTQ+ rights in America (Fitzgerald, 2011).  This theory feels that when deviance threatens the state it then becomes law, and until it threatens it in some way it will still be an act of deviance.  This plays its hand into labelling theory as labelling theory has a neutral stance towards law making, as different groups are able to battle in the arena to solidify the values that that group holds in law (Scarpitti, Nielsen and Miller, 2008).  The laws that are then put in place are commonly held and are thought to uphold public welfare, the laws that are put in place often reflect the majority of the group and not the minority. These laws act as a social contract as people then surrender freedom to abide by laws for the common good, and individuals are labelled as deviant as they threaten this common good (Friedman, 1993). 

This links into Becker’s outsider’s theory, which is a form of labelling theory it builds upon it by analysing social groups.  Groups make social rules, and these rules define different situations, as there are right and wrong actions depending on what social group an individual is a part of. The individual who has broken these rules is then labelled as an outsider as they are not trusted by the group, how far outside the group they become depends on the severity of the deviant act or crime committed (Becker, 2018). Deviance is also not the quality of the act that the individual commits, in outsides theory it is how the rules are applied to that individual by society. Deviant behaviour is behaviour that society labels as deviant, so for one to be a criminal or deviant and individual needs to be labelled an outsider by society (Hund, 1985). 

Social strain theory was introduced by Robert Merton, it has been further developed into later strain theory or general strain theory by Albert Cohen.  Strain theory states that a strain placed on an individual can lead them to commit crime or deviant act (Murphy and Robinson, 2008). There are three main stains an individual could have, that is being threatened in a negative manner by others, losing something they value and that the individual is unable to achieve their goals (Newburn, 2017). The bigger the strain the more likely the individual’s response is to be deviant, there are factors that can affect the strain of negative emotions on crime. These include the ability to cope with the strain in a legal manner, cost of criminal coping and the deposition of criminal coping.  There are also many things that will increase the strain on an individual listed are around twelve strains that cover things from child abuse and neglect, unemployment, failure to achieve goals, residence in a servilely deprived area and abusive peer relationships (Agnew, 2001). Merton also introduces the idea that lower social control is more likely to increase the likelihood of an individual turning to crime and delinquency. These chronic strains are likely to create a predisposition to crime, and if an individual faces one or more of these strains repeatedly it may reduce an individual’s ability to cope leading to chronic strain. This can lead to negative emotional traits such as anger, depression, fear, and frustration and this can lead to an individual committing a crime or a deviant act (Agnew, 1992). 

General strain theory and outsider’s theory are two examples of criminological theories, it is impotent to understand how these theories apply to modern day issues to understand if they are still relevant. Abortion is an issue that is seen as criminal by law in many states in America and may countries, it is also seen as a human right to have by many women’s feminist groups and other social groups.  Historically women have been seen to be only fit to have children and that is their only use, and this label of being a mother and becoming a mother is still prevalent in today’s society (Mason, 2019).  When a woman makes a choice for herself to not become a mum or to not have a child for a reason it is stigmatised, and she is often labelled as an outsider because it is still a foreign concept for a woman not to want this in her life and to want other things outside of this. This stigma that is created is what Becker talks about and that it can be created by any social group, and as a result the idea of social deviance and becoming an outsider can still be used (Smith, 2002).  

Laws surrounding abortion are often hyper regulated which is used as a tool to deter and punish women who may need to seek them out as a form of medical help, this shame and negativity is created by social groups (Sanger, 2016).  Showing that outsiders theory exists in a legal setting as the law still sees abortions as an evil deviant thing to have in places like America, Brazil and Mexico.  Private abortion histories have also been used in courts in order to slander and vilify women as a result further labelling them and this could have a massive negative impact on the woman’s mental health.  This could further pressure them as they do not feel like they have done the correct motherly instincts expected from a woman and putting a strain on them in a social way by their peers (Menconi, 2018).  

The main issue with abortion arguments is whether or not a foetus can be considered as a living person, and as so if law deems it as a living thing does it have the same right to life that all humans have. This in itself is a form of labelling theory but also trying to put the individual foetus in a category to try and get an explanation for a law to be put in place (Hendricks, 2018). In Texas as of September the 2nd 2021 there were new restrictions placed on abortion laws under Senate Bill 8(SB8). This law ruled on by the Supreme Court limits the ability for a person to have or provide an abortion beyond six weeks of pregnancy sometimes even earlier. This means that most women do not even know they are pregnant before they have time to decide, making people who seek out abortions seen as criminals and as outsiders (Planned Parenthood Centre for Choice, 2022).  

This has led to women being ostracised by the law and being made to feel like outsiders, this can also be seen in a literal sense. As in Texas abortions by registered providers fell by 60% this could mean that women are seeking out other more dangerous illegal forms of terminating pregnancies. It also shows that more women are traveling hundreds of miles into neighbouring clinics like Oklahoma and Colorado to have these procedures done safely.  The ruling of the Supreme Court also conflicts with Row V Wade, this prevents the complete banning of abortion in the early stages (The Guardian, 2022). This case shows that women are being made to feel like outsiders and that outsider’s theory can and does still apply to today’s society.  To further support the idea of outsiders Alice Storey (2021) talks about the fact that the majority of the Supreme Court at current is made up of Conservatives. Out of the current nine Justices, six are Conservative and three were appointed by the controversial President Donald Trump.  Showing that the Supreme Court failed to act in a way in which to protect and uphold current cases and instead aligned with their own conservative viewpoints. Any decision on whether a woman has the right to choose lies within the nine Justices, this is something Becker talks about, but he indicates that the majority will make a decision for the benefit of society. Whereas in this case one could argue that the Supreme Court are in the minority and in fact they have not made the correct decision as they have not upheld previously set standards.  Showing that a minority can make the majority feel like outsiders if they hold the power to do so (Cohen, Adashi and Gostin, 2021). 

Religion and politics put strains on people, and this is dependent whether if you are in insider our outsider of the religion or political party in power. When understanding the strain religion can have on a woman seeking out abortion Pope Francis has compared it to hiring a hitman to solve a problem, but also under the Catholic Church who also do not agree with contraception.  Showing that religion could be a strain put on an individual that general stain theory does not take into account (Shahvisi, 2018). This means that other forms of strain do exist within society and that general strain theory, only takes the general strains into account and not the ones that may be more specific to cases. An example would be the religious strain not to have an abortion may push an individual to have an illegal abortion as they are not able to have one legally, or to have the child and then steal as they are not able to provide for that child (Broidy, 2001). Becoming an outsider could also put a strain on that individual as the support network of what they once knew could be gone because they did not follow the rules, and that is why Pope Francis compares abortion to hiring a hitman to explain the gravity of the sin to his followers so anyone who gets or seeks out an abortion will no longer be a part of the Catholic Church. Individuals have been excommunicated by the Catholic Church for thinking that abortions may be morally correct in some situations such as Sister McBride who was cut off once she spoke out on this (McCruden, 2012)

Outsiders in the form of politics are important to acknowledge because it links to how and why crimes are made criminal in countries and what society views as criminal. For politics in America abortion is an easy topic, as it is easy for politicians to gain or lose votes depending on how they align themselves (Jelen and Wilcox, 2003).  All Americans have a view on abortion and if it should be a criminal act or not, but the bigger picture is that in America abortion is also linked to both healthcare and the economy and money is seen as an easy from of strain especially in America when linked to healthcare which many are unable to afford. The Affordable Care Act was put in place to fund and support insurance plans with regards to all healthcare this did not cover abortion (Liebertz and Bunch, 2021). Being able to afford healthcare puts a massive strain on all families in America who are unable to afford medical bills or treatment, this means women are unable to afford both birth control and healthcare. The strain of not having money could lead them to commit deviant or criminal acts just to seek out basic healthcare that they need. They may seek out illegal and unsafe alternatives and this may put further strain and labels on them if they are seen doing so (Botchkovar, Tittle and Antonaccio, 2009). 

In America there have been groups formed like Planned Parenthood and Pro-Choice America, who were all formed when they became outsiders and labelled as criminals or deviants on the back of not agreeing with abortion laws that hindered women getting abortions (Maxwell, 2002).  One of the main failures of outsider’s theory is that there is no understanding that there may be other groups formed of individual’s who feel that they have been wronged. It talks about the individual but does not understand that likeminded individuals will always find each other and support each other, and often push for change on issues they feel should not be criminalised in the case of abortion or can also from criminal gangs when looking at crime as a whole (Bernburg, Krohn and Rivera, 2006). This can cause harm to society or it can be the cause of social change, the fact is that once one person is labelled as a criminal even if it is for carrying out an act like abortion it will be hard for them to not be labelled and then they will identify with people who feel the same as them (Adams and Evans, 1996).  There is also the issue that comes from society labelling everything and needing a label for everything, when we label and individual as criminal it gives them a stigma they are left with for life in most cases. This can put a strain on a person as they may not be able to get a job, house and or be a normal member of society it also does not allow for reform (Kroska and Harkness, 2008). Labelling theory does not allow exceptions such as abortions, that maybe a criminal act in some countries but not in others.  As well as a woman may needing one for a medical reason or so that they do not have the financial burden of a child, and then being labelled as a criminal because of this. Furthermore as a result of not having an abortion they may have to commit more deviant acts, and this is one of the biggest issues with labelling theory no room for reform or exceptions to the rules (Joon Jang, 2007). 

General strain theory lists a number of strains and has its roots in not fulfilling goals and expectations, when looking at abortion and motherhood the social strain put on new mothers is set to a high standard. Every woman is expected by society to be maternal in nature and expected to be a perfect mother, this as a result can result in stress, anxiety and pressure to live up to these standards (Henderson, Harmon and Newman, 2016).  This can all manifest in stress, anger, and guilt and this can be all consuming for them as they are not meeting the standards and it is putting a strain on them mentally.  This strain can manifest in negative ways for some mothers such as some of the strains mentioned child neglect, putting pressure on their child to perform highly in school leading them to feel strains and stress (Newart, 2005).  

An example that shows how much strain can be put on mothers to be maternal can be seen in the 2001 case of Andrea Yates. She drowned her five children in their home in Texas, as she felt she had not been a good mother to them, and they were not developing correctly. She was suffering also from postnatal psychosis after having her last baby, this is what lead her to think these things and put a further strain on her. There also religious undertones to this case as she thought that parent should commit suicide rather than cause children to fail and go to hell (McLellan, 2006). Strain theory does not take into account that mental illness or the development of one could be a factor of why and individual commits a deviant act or crime. This case does show that the pressure society puts people under to be perfect and to achieve goals and when an individual does not meet them for whatever reason the strain and pressure that, it puts on them is far too much and this is where support is needed for an individual and help needs to be put in place before a deviant act or crime takes place as it did in the case of Andera Yates (Link et al, 2016).  

This is why even though many academics support general strain theory, it is detrimental to remember that different strains will impact individuals in different ways many people experience post-natal depression, but many people also receive the correct support to help them and support them. General strain theory identifies that there are three types of potential support but does not further expand on how these may be able to help an individual suffering from a form of social strain (Capowich, Mazerolle and Piqero, 2001). If an individual is able to seek out help of have the support network available to them then it is more likely they could take some of that strain off the individual or allow them to assess the support services such as mental health and that could be detrimental in that individual not committing a deviant act or becoming a criminal (Resnick et al, 1997). There is a possibility If an individual like Andrea Yates had support outside of the religion, then she may have not suffered as much from her post-natal psychosis. Showing that strain can be a factor, but also that general stain theory does not fully understand other factors that could influence individuals to commit crimes such as religion and groups like the LGBTQ+ community and internalised homophobia (Sigfusdottir, Kristjansson and Agnew, 2012). 

There are links between general strain theory and outsider’s theory. When an individual becomes an outsider, it is likely they will then be put under some form of strain as they do not have the support needed by society and as a result this could result in criminal or deviant behaviour (James, Bunch and Clay-Warner, 2015).  Both theories still have relevance as they can still be applied to modern day examples of crime and deviance. It is also of importance to remember not all those who become outsiders and have labels will commit crimes and not all people who experience strain will commit crimes (Thompson, 2014). In the case of abortion, it divides people some people see it as a criminal act, and some do not. Crime and criminology are always changing, so it is important that these theories are built upon and improved to move with modern times. 
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