University of Trinity St David



Use Constructionist theories to analyse and evaluate an aspect of policing, crime and deviance of your choice.




Student: Ronan McCoach
Student Number: 1901575
Lecturer: Luke Roach
Due date: 10/03/2023






Biologist Jean Piaget is considered the father of Constructivist theory which was created as to show that humans don’t just learn information but instead create knowledge based on what they have learned. Constructivism is a theory that discusses how humans learn during development and throughout their life and is often used to debate theories such as positivism as both theories have conflicting points of view but do share some similarities (Mcleod 2023). The main example that will be used in the case of crime and deviancy will be illegal drugs and why they are viewed as deviant and the implications this has had on people’s reactions to people who consume/distribute narcotics. Constructivist theories will primarily be utilised such as labelling theory and how it leads to misunderstandings and ignorance within different subculture groups, social learning and how perceptions are formed while learning from other groups as well as how people learn deviant behaviour from other people and begin to imitate such behaviour. Moral panic will also be used as an example of how people’s perceptions lead to unnecessary fear responses from local communities and how they are created. 

Labelling theory is credited to Howard Becker and was created to show that the labels that are put onto social groups result in people being treated differently and sometimes unfairly due to such labels often associating different groups with negative, false and exaggerated behaviours leading to other groups to be viewed as deviant (Bachman and Paternoster 2017). Labelling theory is a subject that identifies how certain groups are perceived by the use of labels and how most of these labels serve to either undermine or exaggerate specific practices that are associated with these groups making such groups appear dangerous or foolish by others (Besemer 2017). This can be seen with groups such as chavs who are seen as aggressive youngsters who want to steal and hurt other people wherever they go, when instead it is merely a culture associated with clothing, verbal slang and low oncome households (Martin 2009). This can also be seen with communists who are seen as seen as people who seek to violently revolt and install a Stalinist/Maoist style regime which of course is inaccurate, the idea behind communism isn’t about totalitarianism but simply to distribute resources equally by the state as opposed to market based economics where resources are distributed/sold by independent businesses furthermore, communism has nothing to do with how elections are managed meaning communism can be democratic or dictatorial (Brown 2001). People who see these labels rarely understand the true nature behind them and are unlikely to seek to understand what certain groups believe or act like meaning that these labels serve to keep people ignorant of other people’s beliefs and actions leading to biases and possible segregation amongst different social and racial classes (Little 2020). One major group that is severely mistreated by labels are those who utilise illicit drugs commonly labelling them as “Junkies, Dopeheads and smackheads” all of which serve to simplify a complex issue within society that being the complexity of why people consume drugs and the difficulties of ridding addiction (Joyce 2019). These labels serve to avoid these questions as some members of the public who are addicted to drugs are in fact vulnerable individuals who may need assistance to become free of their addictions but by the use of very insulting labels like “junkie” only ensure that such individuals avoid communicating with others and possibly consume more drugs as a means to cope with how they are treated also, people who believe these issues are less likely to be in favour or rehabilitation and think simply punishing users is likely to solve the problem (Heitkamp 2021), furthermore these labels can make those who are not emotionally vulnerable become vulnerable and this is due to labels having a direct impact a some peoples mental health as they may begin to believe that they are simply a worthless junkie leading them to feel worthless forcing depressive tendencies into their life which is likely to be reinforced through news media as well as social media (Greer 2013). 

The implications of labelling theory is that it directly affects our criminal justice system alongside how the police manage people who are drug users this can be seen with offenders who have been arrested for possession/possession with intent to supply (Home Office 2022). Which can lead to these people being given criminal records for such actions leading them to gain an additional label as a criminal record is going to complicate working matters as educational facilities and workplaces are far less likely to accept people with criminal records (CPS 2022).  Marxist theory also shows that people are likely to be biased towards people who are more fortunate leading to unfair treatment for those who are less fortunate as people who are more well off are less likely to be seen as criminal compared to those who are in the lower class which can be seen with chavs who are associated with the lower class and criminal actions. (Thompson 2011). This has serious ramifications on how the United Kingdom is to police those who use drugs as the punishments that are given have a direct impact on how an individual leads their life for example, those with a criminal record relating to the use/ownership of drugs will have difficulty gaining positions in reputable jobs and may even struggle to gain an advanced education in college and university furthermore,  if that individual was a member of a lower class then they will likely resort to crime as a means to support their needs (Schartung 2015). Labels also affect the criminal justice systems reputation as if someone is arrested and is found guilty for a crime they didn’t commit then people will question the competence and the corruption within the justice system furthermore, this has a massive impact on the individual who has been sentenced as if the criminal conviction was serious it can have a massive impact on their options to get a job and how some members of the community interact with them (Conway 2020). This can be seen with actor Johnny Depp who was accused of domestic abuse without allowing him to give his side of the story leading him to be refused for any media productions however, Johny Depp wasn’t arrested for this accusation but was still punishment by members of the community. Even though Jonny wasn’t arrested the same rule applies to those who have been falsely convicted of crimes they have not committed as being falsely convicted for rape can lead to serious ramifications on a person’s life even when they are proven innocent due to their associated label and controversy (Whiting 2017).

Social learning theory was created by Phycologist Albert Bandura in 1963 and was created to understand how people learn behaviours and prospective from other people as well as gain understanding on different subjects when working with others during development (Sutton 2021). Social Learning theory utilises both positivist and constructivist arguments which are often used to debate how humans learn and how people come to conclusions when viewing others perform actions e.g., an adult hitting a balloon in front of a child will likely result in that child mimicking the same behaviour when no one is watching (Primecz 2020). Studies of social learning theory are often seen with children as children will develop their ideals about the world from the adults and friends surrounding their lives and will likely try to mimic their behaviours and actions during development (Cilliers 2021). 
If a child was to see their parents consume or distribute drugs, they will either attribute such actions as positive or normal within society leading them to possibly mimicking such behaviour during their development or avoid reporting the crime if questioned (Cherry 2022). This can also be seen with adults as if they socialize with many people who regularly consume drugs then they themselves will likely take part during their time with that group, this is done either through the normalization and curiosity of such an action or due to that person not wanting to be singled out when socializing with that group (Keyzers 2020). People who already socialise with other drug users may fall into the trap of consuming other types of drugs an example of this being a person who consumes marijuana, this person may consume this illicit substance due to its benefits and nothing more but may eventually be peer pressured by their social group to consume more dangerous forms of drugs such as cocaine and methamphetamine much like how a person is likely to drink more alcohol around other people who are already drunk (National Institute on Drug Abuse 2020). The reason this relates to social learning theory is due to peer pressure being a reason for some people continue to take illicit substances as well as move to other drugs when being pressured by other people at the risk of name calling or becoming a social outcast (National Library of Medicine 2018). This also relates to why some drug users become affiliated with gangs as most drugs are illegal in the western world leading to users forming close ties with criminal groups to gain access to illegal drug furthermore, this can also increase the chances of some users joining such gangs due to similar points of views and feeling safe amongst likeminded people (Bishop 2017)
Social learning theory also covers that a community’s culture is likely to influence its residents this can be seen in communities of impoverished backgrounds or communities that have a high amount of gang related activity as such communities are very likely to make different life choices compared to those in the upper class (Lelchook and Luque 2015). This is especially true in the case of drugs as if someone were exposed to a community where drugs are a common activity for a prolonged period either through moving there or being raised there then they would likely form a perception that such criminal acts are not deviant from their point of view leading to a decreased chance of reporting drug distribution (National Library of Medicine 2013). Furthermore, this also can affect whether a person is likely to consume illicit drugs as being constantly exposed to such acts can lead to peer pressure leading to some people consuming drugs due to this pressure. This doesn’t just affect poor communities however, as people from the upper class can be exposed to such acts either through choices or through exposure in schools and work (Skogen 2017). An example of this would be Elvis Presley who would consume amphetamines in order to lose weight for his performances which was encouraged by those within his life and would eventually grow a serious addiction leading complication with his health later in his life (Ark Behavioural Health 2023).
Social learning theory also impacts those who are raised to hate drugs as they are likely to learn from their parents that people who consume drugs must be gangsters when that is simply not always the case as some people who consume these substances sometimes do it as a form of stress management similarly to alcohol consumption (Berrio 2018). The issue on this subject is that some communities who view drug users as weak, worthless and dangerous are likely to teach others the same ideals which is dangerous as drug addicts should be seen as vulnerable people in need of assistance (Xiaoquing 2021)

Moral panic was created by a Sociologist Stan Cohen and Sociologist Stuart Hall in the 1960s and was created to understand how subcultures gained the title of “folk devils” also known as demonized groups. The main reason for this study was to understand how other social groups would create false narratives about other groups who would not conform to social norms (Jones 2016). Moral panic is when a particular group is viewed as evil and ultimately deviant which is seen everywhere across the modern world with many groups either being seen social outcasts or dangerous e.g., BLM and Woke culture (Bremner 2022). Moral panic can be seen throughout history some examples of this would be the Salem Witch trials which was originally done to purge the Wiccan faith which has many roots in paganism, this would eventually be used against women who had social traits that at the time were considered deviant (University of Chicago 2020). The reason that drugs has led to moral panic is due to its association with criminal organisations and its effects on those who use these illicit substances. One of the first examples of moral panic in relation to drugs can be seen with the opium crisis in the Qing Empire which was the main ruler of China in the 1800s. The opium crises would show the effects of widespread use of addictive substances leading to people outside of China to perceive the use of these narcotics as disgusting and would also become a racial stereotype for the Chinese demonizing their race and culture in most western countries (Withrow 2022). This event would later contribute to countries across the world making opium and several other drugs illegal within their borders because of the effects it had within China leading to moral panica against those who would use these substances despite it being legal prior to the event (Oxford University 2017). This moral panic has of course continued into the modern day as people who are known for taking illicit substances are known to be excluded and harassed by the local community and in some cases attacked this is due to these individuals being demonized much like the Chinese during the opium crises being treated with distain and in some cases fear furthermore, people caught possessing these articles will likely be arrested and potentially sentenced if they are carrying enough to be considered distributors (Mineo 2021).

Moral panic has a direct impact on policing as moral panic can in fact lead to a rapid increase in crime which of course can be seen with the BLM Riots and the Red Scare both of which would see increases in civil disobedience and rapid crime due to the belief that society is dangerous and crumbling before their eyes (Arye (2017). Moral Panic in relation to drugs can be seen with the fear of youths, racial minorities and chavs which can be seen with stop and search which is far more likely to be used on racial minorities and chavs compared to the average white dressing citizens (IOPC 2022). The reason for this is that modern culture has associated these groups with general increases in crime including the consumption and distribution of drugs and are far more likely to be targeted by police officers for stop and search (HMICFRS 2021).   
The war on drugs is a major example of moral panic, this war would begin in 1971 under the Nixon administration which was known for many exaggerations on communists and the hippie (Wilson 2015). This war was declared by President Nixon as a means for the world to be rid of drug consumption and distribution by stating that drugs were now public enemy number one which of course has continued up to now in 2023 with minor exceptions with the legalisation of marijuana in some states and territories within the United States (Dominican University 2022). The reason that this event has caused so much moral panic across the world is due to the picture it has created of people who consume/distribute drugs that being of an enemy who must be destroyed but ironically cannot be destroyed leading to further doubt and fear in some people’s minds (Lord 2022). Furthermore, the war on drugs would be used to demonize the subculture group “Hippies” which was a group dedicated to peace and love but due to a decent number of the group consuming marijuana and LSD would eventually lead the group to being demonized by local communities across the world who would see the group as dangerous to their children’s future (Withrow 2022).
Another way in which moral panic effects the criminal justice system is how the government and police service are perceived by their communities. This can be seen within London in 2023 where people within the city and across the UK feel that London is a massive hotspot for knife and drug crime making people feel that the police within the city are incompetent and that the government is self-serving (Mason 2019) Moral panic within London has also led people into thinking that ethnic minorities from the Middle East are secretly plotting to destroy British culture and install an Islamic Caliphate in Britain with the use of strategic refugee crisis and illegal migration. This point of view is believed by some communities in UK since the war on terror after the 911 attacks and the 2005 bombings due to misinformation from media sources and politicians, similar to former President Bush (Allen 2014). This perception is often believed/spread by those who follow far right ideologies e.g., Alex Jones who is renowned for spreading misinformation and exaggerated information to those who are likely to listen using his show/YouTube channel called Infowars which he has done on numerous occasions leading to people thinking that Islam is an oppressive religion and his false claims on the Sandy Hook shooting (Madison 2019). Alex Jones claim was that the Sandy Hook Shooting never happened and that the parents who lost their children were actors being paid by the woke mob, to increase gun control. This claim would eventually lead to the parents receiving death threats as people saw the parents as corrupt folk devils who need to pay for their lies by sending threatening mails and damaging their property. This is a major example of moral panic from the media as one person claims led to numerous assaults due to the use of misinformation and the opposing points of view that being gun control (University of Connecticut 2023). 

In conclusion, constructivist theory is used to understand how people learn during development and how people create their own knowledge based on what they have learned throughout their lives. Biologist Jean Piaget is considered the father of this theory and has many studies in the field of understanding criminal/deviant behaviour and why people perceive deviant actions as criminal or immoral. An example of this application into deviancy is a theory created by Howard Becker who was responsible for popularising labelling theory as labels are a simple way to associate groups into small categories but in the case of drugs it has been used to make all users sound like dangerous and useless junkies contributing to some users not seeking help or delving deeper into their addiction as a coping mechanism, furthermore the effects of arresting those are addicted to drugs may lead to them taking part in criminal activity if given a criminal record due to the effects of a criminal record. Social learning is used by both constructivists and positivists and was founded by Psychologist Albert Bandura and has been used by constructivists to understand people learn to imitate actions from other people, a major example of this would be a child witnessing a parent/friend using drugs which can alter their perception leading to that child to imitate such behaviour during their development. This theory is also used to understand how different social groups see one another this can once again be seen with drugs users which has been associated with dangerous criminal activity as well as being associated with other subcultures e.g., chavs and black people. Lastly, moral panic is a theory that was created by Stan Cohen and is used to understand the exaggerations that are associated with certain groups and situations e.g., the red scare which led to most of the western world to become paranoid and fearful of people who were communists viewing them as spies and saboteurs. An example of this in the modern day is the fear of chav culture as they are seen as drug addicts and gang members leading to people viewing such individuals as evil and dangerous. 
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