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According to Sunderland (1947, cited in Akers, 2012, p2) criminology is the study in-which is the process which work towards law making, breaking and enforcing, this offers a starting point for many criminological theories. The two theories which will be discussed predominantly within this essay will be the subcultural theory and labelling theory. An overview of both theories includes the sociological theory and work put forward by Albert Cohen, surrounding the subculture of delinquent boys, this can best be described as a study of working-class, young males who belief the solution to solve problems is through crime and delinquencies (Williams, 2011, Page 7). 
The second theory discussed in this essay is the labelling theory, first identified in the work of Mead (1918), who looked at ‘punitive justice’ and concluded that as a society, the initial response to a criminal is hostility (Farrington and Murray, 2017, Page 16). Moreover, it’s the studies from interactionist Howard Becker (!963) which is used in the modern day to describe the labelling theory, due to offering an explanation of labelling for deviance (Farrington and Murray, 2017, Page 21).
Throughout the essay, the two theories will be applied to the brutal murder of 18 year-old Stephan Lawrence, who was stabbed and killed in an unproved attack. 

In the 1960’s there was a push from scientific theories to move past the methods of classism and positivism and introduce a new era for theories; which represent wider society and to gain a deeper understanding on why individuals commit crime. A theory which was developed to recognise young people and crime is the research by Cohen on subcultural theory (Williams, 2011, p3). 

Modern day theorist Gelder (2005, cited in. Williams, 2006) suggested that the modern society is filled with people ‘that are in some way represented as non-normative or marginalised through their particular interests’. This supports the subcultural theory as individuals who are believed to not represent ‘normal’ behaviour, tend to form subcultures to express themselves and become marginalised from society (Williams, 2006). 

Albert Cohen is famously known for his research which supports the subculture theory through delinquency, which looks closely at working class and middle-class males (Polk, Frease, Richmond, 1974). Cohen (1955) states that middle-class males are well equipped to gain success within society. However, compared with working class who are unfortunately regarded as unable to maintain standards which have been created by the middle-class (Kelly and Balch, 1971). 
The marginalisation of working-class males from a middle-class society can begin as early as within the classroom, the working-class boys are seen as non-sophisticated and are unable to maintain ‘good appearances’ (Kelly and Balch, 1971). Due to the fact that schools were thought to be an institution for the middle-class, the working class were inevitably being compared to their middle-class counterparts (Kelly and Balch, 1971). Cohen believed this led the working-class boys develop a delinquent subculture, this was due to the pressure and anxiety the working classed males were experiencing and faced with (Voss, 1966). 

Cohen continue the research of delinquent boys by suggesting that the attitude set by the subcultures of the working-class males is to ‘live for today’, this can be due to many social factors including not being surrounded with educational equipment (Kaufman, 2017, p124). Working class males are also believed to show physical aggression in both internal and external education setting (Kaufman, 2017, p124).

Albert Cohen’s delinquency boys theory has been supported and developed by left realism, which both argue that certain individuals can lack the ambition to resolve or solve problems, such as relative deprivation. In some cases these individuals may form a subculture along with other people who feel disenfranchised from the wider society (DeKeseredy and Schwartz, 2010).

Left realism is known as a modern critical criminology theory which offers new direction and applies historical theories to the society we know and live today. For example, the subcultural theory which is known today is one which is similar to that of Cohen however, instead of looking at school boys, a new approach looks and the young, working class males which are seemingly unemployed (DeKeseredy and Schwartz, 2010).  This new approach has been used to best describe the rise in subculture gangs in North America, as the rate of unemployment according to official statistic is an estimated 7 million people, the real figure is seemed to be much larger as pointed out by Currie (Cited in Dekeseredy and Schwartz, 2010), the 7 million unemployed does not consist of the 2 million prison population or those who are homeless. 
Nevertheless, with the possibility of full-time employment becoming difficult to come across for those with little education, working class man are struggling to become part of a functioning society (DeKeseredy and Schwartz, 2010). The new research also recognises that race and subcultures are occurring, it has been shown that young black males form subcultures, seen as violent subcultures. This is due to the fact that many young black males are unable to find employment however, they are also victims to frequent racism (DeKeseredy and Schwartz, 2010). This can be applied to the case study which is going to be discussed later in this essay about the racist murder of Stephan Lawrence, a report carried out by Macpherson (1999) found that there was institutional racism within the metropolitan police service. 

The research surrounding subcultures and delinquent boys has been praised due to the consistency within the work of Albert Cohen, as it has been stated that the theory can offer support and solutions to working class boys forming subcultures (Kitsuse and Dietrick, 1959). Additionally, it has been suggested that Cohen theory is based around working class males being unable to compete with their middle-class counterparts. What if, the working class were not interested in the middle-class status at all? This would lead to the work of Cohen being inadequate (Kituse and Dietrick, 1959). 
 
Moreover, the work of Cohen has been criticised by other theorists due to only taking into account the subcultures of working class young boys, this is due to the fact that young males from a middle class background may also develop a subculture due to the stress and anxiety that is placed upon them from society (Voss, 1966).
Feminist in-particular have been critical of subcultures and the delinquent boys theory, due to the failure to recognise both genders and how the patriarchy can affect the behaviour of the youth and adolescents (Hoffman, 2011, p218). 


One historical theory which believes that ‘crime is in the eye of the beholder, and the beholder is the law’ is the constructionist.  Freidman (1993, cited in Fitzgerald, 2011) highlights that a definition of a criminal activity can fluctuate over a period of time, in the case of abortions which has been seen as legal, criminal and subsequently decriminalised; the conclusion which was formed by Friedman was that crime is created by the laws of status which are placed on society (Fitzgerald, 2011).

Constructionists theory can be spilt into three categories which include; labelling theory, critical theory and the social control theory (Fitzgerald, 2011). The labelling theory can be described as a social interaction between an individual and a number of networks such as families, peers and in some cases unknown onlookers (Bryant, 2011). Constructionists are unlike other theories which look at the biological and psychological approaches in which people become deviant, the labelling theory argues both criminological and sociological analysis should firstly offer an insight into how individuals can be defined as deviant (Muncie, 2009). Howard Becker’s (1963, cited in Muncie, 2006), is a famous constructionist who’s claimed that an individual only becomes deviant once a label has been places upon them. 

Constructive theories Edwin Lemert believes that a large proportion of society will at a point take part in rule breaking activity, known as primary deviance. Lemert, continues and states that secondary deviance will not be carried out unless a deviance label is placed on an individual (Harrington, Marshall and Muller, 2006, p136). Once the label has been placed on an individual accredited personnel for example, the police, parents, guardian, and teachers, once the label has been placed on a individual from a personnel, it allows the individual to live up to the expectations of the label (Harrington, Marshall and Muller, 2006, p136). 

Howard Becker’s work and research continues to expand the theory and explanation of the work carried out Lemert. Becker (1963, cited in Harrington, Marshall and Muller, 2006, p136), explains that secondary deviance occurs when the label becomes the ‘master status’, when a deviance label is place on an individuals, the person can feel rejected from society and hence create a new identity which entails the deviance label. The knock-on effect of a deviant identity is the risk of an individual may become part of a deviance subculture (Harrington, Marshall and Muller, 2006, p136).

Furthermore, an example of how a deviant label can cause moral panic due to the reports by the media is the work of Cohen in 1972, of the mods and rockers (Greer and Reiner, 2013). The media reported the disruption of two young groups at an English seaside town, the report from the media led society to label both group as deviant, the result of the label led to the groups being marginalised and causing moral panic which led to extra police and surveillance to allow tranquility in the area (Greer and Reiner, 2013). Secondly, the labels places on the groups caused deviance amplification, which caused further disruption due to the groups living up to their labels (Greer and Reiner, 2013). The work carried out by Cohen stemmed from the work of Becker and the labelling theory (Greer and Reiner, 2013).


The labelling theory offers an approach to understanding why a person commits a crime or becomes deviant. However, during the 1970s the theory came under scrutiny by other theories such as Hirschi (1980), Wellford (1975) and Mankoff (1971) who believe that the labelling theory is too simplistic and it does not offered a consistent evidence and support that a label can cause a person to become deviant (Lizotte, Hall and Krohn, 2009, p17). Moreover, the criticisms which were introduced in the 70’s and early 1980’s where shown to simplify the theory and misunderstood the meaning of the term ‘label’ (Lizotte, Hall and Krohn, 2009, p17).

The labelling theory can be applied to the modern-day society. In 1973, Reed and Reed undertook research into whether we stereotype a person based on their appearance, the research suggested that as a society we label many ‘young, uneducated, lazy males’ with a criminal or deviant label (MacLin and Herrera, 2006). This research is supported by Madriz (1997, cited in MacLin and Herrera, 2006) who carried out interviews and focus groups, the conclusion of the research found that people perceive a criminal to be a ‘poor, under, black male. This can relate to the case study of Stephan Lawrence which will be discussed in this essay. 

The racist murder of 18 year old Stephan Lawrence is one which will live in the memories of many people due to the numerous newspaper articles and television reports since the murder on the 22nd of April 1993 (MacPherson, 1999). On what seemed to be a normal afternoon for Lawrence ended with a life lost from an incident that happened so quickly no witnesses were able to identify the group of young, white males who carried out the attack (MacPherson, 1999). 
We can quickly link the attackers of Lawrence to Cohen’s theory of subculture and delinquent boys; as Cohen suggest that many young, white, working class males turn to deviant behaviour (Williams, 2011). The group of white youth which as a collective should all take joint responsibility for the brutal attack (MacPherson, 1999). The investigation took 19 years until two of the group murderers were sentences for their actions (BBC, 2012). Dodson and Norris both received life sentence, in a trail that lasted six weeks, the judge concluded that the attack on Lawrence was for no other reason than racial hatred, and that Lawrence was helpless and blameless for the actions which took place (BBC, 2012). At the time of the murder, the gang of white youths were known as racist however, also insisted they were ‘lovable rogues’ (Laville, 2012). The gang of five white, working class males have never invaded the pressures of the media, criminal justice system and the publics hatred towards the suspects, over the 18 years of the assumption they were the murderers, the racist teenagers turned into jobless adults (Laville, 2012). 

However, it is not only the subculture of the Dobson and Norris which can be identified it can also be the perceived subculture of Lawrence. Stephen Lawrence was a young, black male in London. Many young, black males were and continue to be stereotyped to be the cause of violence on the streets and being related to gangs, deviant and antisocial behaviour (Williams, 2010). It has been suggested that black, working class males begin being criminalised by the education system (Siddique, 2020). Statistic suggest that young black males are four times more likely than their white counterpart to be excluded from school permanent (Siddique, 2020). This was not the case for Lawrence who efforts made him a great figure for not just black people but also working class (Cathcart, 2012). Stephen Parents also did not let the stereotypes of being ‘black and working class’ dwell their own efforts in supporting Stephen (Cathcart, 2012). Not only do the Lawrence family go through their lives being stereotyped but also being labelled. 
The case of Stephen Lawrence has led to a number of inquest and enquires into the handling of the investigation, and the treatment of the victims and witnesses. Firstly, the murder of Lawrence can be classed as a racial motive attack, as the group of deviant males shouted “what, what nigger?” as they stabbed Lawrence in broad daylight (Jackson, 2015).  The failures surrounding the murder were highlighted in the Macpherson inquiry which found there was institutional racism within the metropolitan police force (Jackson, 2015).
 
A theory which can be applied to the failures in the investigation is the labelling theory which was previously discussed in this essay, it can be said that due to the racism within the metropolitan police and the fact of the matter that Stephan was a black, working class teenager. Due to being from a black ethnic background Lawrence was subject to the label of being a violent himself (Jackson, 2015). However, the label can also be applied to a friend, victim and witness of the racist attack, Duwayne Brooks. Duwayne was also failed by the metropolitan police force, Brooks was also a victim to the attack. However, he was treated as a witness without any support (MacPherson, 1999). The trauma that Brook’s experienced had last effects on his mental health, he was unable to attend the private prosecution due to stress (MacPherson, 1999).  Due to the racism within the police force the care and support that Duwayne Brooks received was minimal, Ian Johnston (Cited in MacPherson, 1999), criticised the metropolitan police by stating;
"I don't think we dealt with Duwayne Brooks very well at all. I think we let him down. I think we did some things to try and help him”

Additionally, a label can be applied to the metropolitan police service, as previously stated the metropolitan came into great scrutiny after the enquiry by MacPherson found there was institutional racism within the force (MacPherson, 1999).  The accusations were firstly heard of by Mr and Mrs Lawrence during the inquest which took place in February 1997 where they claimed there was racism on behalf of the Police Service and the `English Criminal Justice System (MacPherson, 1999).  
Macpherson (1999, cited in 2021) defines the term ‘institutional racism as a number of failings that have taken place by an organisation including providing a professional service to members of society due to factors such as their colour, ethnic group and culture. 

Due to the label placed on the met over 20 years ago, we should be able to see improved within the force to support ethnic minority groups however, this is not the case, an article as relevant as 2021 shows there is still evidence that suggests that’s individuals from an ethnic minority background are still being unfairly treated by the police service today, as evidence from the year ending 2020 for stop and search suggest black ethnic minority groups are now nine times more likely than white people to be stopped and searched, it is believed that the police service are still under strain on tackling racism within the service (Dodd. 2020).

To conclude, historically theories such as the labelling theory and subcultural theories are still used in the modern day to help understand why certain individuals commit crime and deviance within our society. Both theories offer different aspect and views, when applied to a case study such as the murder of Stephen Lawrence, both theories can be applied to gain an understand. The group of white, working class males can be described as a subculture as they carried out criminal and deviant act (Williams, 2011). The investigation and murder has been at the forefront of many news articles and media reports, due to an enquiry which label the metropolitan police services as an organisation where institutional racism takes place (MacPherson, 1999). As there were many failing in the investigation of Lawrence including the use of witnesses and the treatment of victims (MacPherson, 1999). Finally, historically theories can be applied to modern day case studies due to the work and research being understood by many in society today and therefore both theories are relevant to modern day crime.
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