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Criminology has come from the Latin word ‘crimen’ which means crime and the Greek word logia which means ‘the study of’, this means that the literal translation of criminology is the study of crime. Criminologists study the causes of crime and the impact crime has on society and its behavior, (Roufa, 2019). 

This essay will be focusing on the theory of Labelling from criminologist Edwin Lemert (1912) and Howard Becker (1928), looking at how their theories are examined and to see if their theories have modern day relevance.

The essay will also look at sociologist Stanley Cohen’s (1942) theory on moral panics, and seeing if there is a link between labelling and moral panics in today society.

Media is also a growing industry and with the growth of technology and social media, everyone can be a reporter, (Harding, 2015). People do not need to wait for the 6 o’clock news to see what’s happening in the world and this could have a link to moral panics. The essay will also be looking at the role media have in labelling theory and moral panics.

The first theory being looked at is labelling theory. This theory came to light by Howard Becker but the origins of it came from Edwin Lemert in 1951. Lemert theory saw behavioral differences, and he called these primary and secondary deviance. This meant that an individual would have a reaction from what they are being portrayed as. 

Lemert released a book ‘Social Pathology’ (1951), and in it he developed secondary deviance, he then released a further book in 1967 called ‘Human deviance, social problems, and social control’, in which he took this theory further. Lemert’s theory of primary and secondary deviance is a huge factor in labelling theory and stands as a basis for all other theorist who have tried to take this theory further.

Deviance is when a person acts outside of normal society behavior, primary deviance is when a person begins the initial act of Lemert’s theory. Lemert explained in his book ‘Human Deviance, social problems and Social Control’ (1967), that an individual does not evolve into the next stage (Secondary Deviance), until they have been labeled as something, which is the result from primary deviance. If a person is labelled a thief, then overtime that individual would believe the label given to them and live up to that label, which means they have then entered the secondary deviance stage of his theory.

Parents have a huge impact on a child’s life. Children learn what is right and wrong from their parents and it is down to the parents to give the child praise when they deserve it, and to discipline them when they need it. A parent’s role is to guide the child, to ensure they develop into a good human being with good morals, manners and behavior. If a parent succeeds at this, more often than not that child will be a good member of their community and benefit society as a whole, (Carlson, 2012).

Children who did not receive praise or discipline at home are more likely to act out of what society expects of them, by doing this they become troublesome and enter the primary deviance stage, and are likely to receive a reputation, and in turn develop into the secondary deviance aspect of this theory, (Crosswhite and Kerpelman, 2009).

Carlson, (2012), also explained that it is not only parents that influence children but it is also who the child associates with. If this child is friends with a deviant person who hasn’t had the best parenting, this poor behavior can ‘rub off’ on the child and the child may be more accepting of deviant behaviors which could influence the child to become deviant. This could result in the child, or a group of children, being labeled and in so doing develop these children into the second stage, secondary deviance.
Secondary deviance happens when an individual accepts the label that has been handed to them. If the individual is told that they are something that they’re not, enough times, then that individual would accept the characteristics that they have been labelled with and act  these out, (Rosenberg, 2010). Staying with an example of a child, if a child is told enough times that they are a trouble maker for playing as all children do, for example kicking a ball against a wall, then the child would accept the label and in time become a trouble maker, and would commit offences, rather than play ball on the street.

Howard Becker, further developed Lemert’s theory and found the foundations of ‘Labelling theory’ in his 1963 book, ‘Outsiders’. It is in this book that a famous quote was written by Becker. Becker defined deviance as:

“Not a quality of a bad person, but the result of someone defining someone’s activity as bad”.

This quote was seen as an eye opener as his thoughts were that society would define if a behavior was bad, and if society deemed a behavior bad then that person would therefore be labelled as a bad person. This could then, in turn have implications on that person’s future behavior and well-being.

The work that Becker has done made him one of the founders of the Labelling theory. His theory believes that individuals are not born deviant. Although they get labelled as such when they behaved in a way that society doesn’t believe in, whether that behavior is right or wrong. This means that the behavior of an individual could be fine, but because of what society believes, is seen as wrong. This develops into the person believing they are deviant, and therefore act up to the title given to them, (Becker, 1963). 

Becker explains this, again, in his book Outsiders (1963), with the quote: 

“social groups create deviance by making rules whose infraction creates deviance, and by applying those roles to particular people and labeling them as outsiders. From this point of view, deviance is not a quality of the act the person commits, but rather a consequence of the application by other of rules and sanctions to an 'offender.' The deviant is one to whom that label has been successfully applied; deviant behavior is behavior that people so label”.

Becker’s theory overlaps with Lemert’s, as the Primary deviance aspect of Lemert’s theory is seen in Becker’s, and this is evident in his quote, “Not a quality of a bad person, but the result of someone defining someone’s activity as bad”, (Becker, 1963). This shows that the person isn’t deviant until they are labeled as such. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Becker also said in his book Outsiders (1963), that a person will act up to the title given to them. This is the same as Lemert believed and explained in the secondary deviance aspect of his theory.

Both Becker and Lemert believed that, a person isn’t born deviant, but the become deviant as a result of labelling. They do differ a little, as Lemert believed that a person would become deviant if they were labelled it. Becker also believed this but he added that an individual doesn’t have to remain deviant, although he expanded, saying that when an individual hits this stage of the theories, it does become increasing more likely that the individual will carry out deviant behaviors, and follow deviant paths in the future, (Becker, 1963).

Celebrities get labelled all the time, for good reason and sometimes for bad, merely due to their celebrity status. A recent case of a person being labelled would be Caroline Flack. Flack was a TV presenter and had been labelled a lot through her career.

In 2011 Flack was one of the hosts of the big TV show X-factor. The then unknown band, One Direction appeared on the series that year. When the series ended, Caroline Flack, who was 31, began a relationship with a member of the band, Harry Styles, who was 17 and 14 years her junior. (BBC, 2012).

When this came to public light there was outrage by many people because of the age difference. Flack said in an interview in 2015: “I got called a paedo in the street”. Although there was a big age gap between the two, there are thousands of relationships with bigger age gaps than this. Flack got labelled this because of her fame, this in turn sold newspapers, and online clicks for news companies making them money. Due to this, more articles were made about her, making even more money. Flack and Styles ended the relationship in 2012 as the pressures from the media and public became too much for them, (BBC, 2012).

Flack was also labelled as a ‘man eater’ due to her relationship with Prince Harry and her attempted ‘fling’ with X-factor co-host Olly Murs.

In December 2019, Flack was charged for assaulting her boyfriend Lewis Burton. She pleaded not guilty to this. Flack was again labelled, this time for being an abuser. It was reported that flack threw a lamp at Burton, causing him to bleed. It was later found that blood found at the property was mostly Flack’s which was thought to be from a glass that she had smashed, but this wasn’t conclusive. This opened the case up as to whether the accusations were true, (BBC, 2019). The media still reported that flack was an abuser without looking at the whole picture. This was again because her fame sold newspapers and clicks. 

Flack was due to stand trial on March 4th 2020 but she took her own life on February 15th 2020, aged just 40, (BBC, 2020).  Labour party leadership contender, Lisa Nandy blamed the media including social networking sites, for failing to prevent the bullying and harassment that Flack endured, (Proctor, 2020).

Many of Flack’s last ‘liked tweets’ on twitter were all tweets about mental health illnesses and charities. Because of this it is thought that Flack suffered mental health as a result of the media labelling and attacking her, along with the persistent harassment from the public on social media and the pressure of the court case looming, all factors in why she decided to take her own life, (BBC, 2020).

Labelling doesn’t always have the most tragic outcome like suicide, but labelling does create stereotypes against good members of society.

Years ago, children would be out playing all day, whether that be playing football in the street with friends or going to the local shop to buy sweets. This is now seen as children being ‘up to no good’, so why has this perception changed? 

Due to the increase of people using technology over the last 10 years, everyone can be a news reporter with a click of a button, (Jacobs, 2017). Someone can upload a video of a child kicking a ball against a neighbor’s fence, or CCTV footage of a child stealing from a shop and this can be seen by thousands of people within minutes. This could be one instance, where there are thousands more children playing or going to their shop and behaving as society expects them to, but because of this once instance that has been broadcast, society over time began to see children differently. Children have been labelled as ‘thieves, young offenders, no goods’, etc, and with this it has created a ‘Moral Panic’ about children on the street playing and has criminalised children who are having a good time playing with their friends. This labelling of children, has created a moral panic about them.

Moral panic is a term that has become more popular over the last 50 years. It became popular from the work of Stan Cohen in the 1970’s regarding youths. Since this time, it has become a term used when the media blow up ‘news’, to sell papers and this creates a panic, in a community, county, country, continent or even worldwide (Marsh and Melville, 2011).

Oxford dictionary, (2020) defines moral panic as ‘an instance of public anxiety or alarm in response to a problem regarded as threatening the moral standards of society’.

Stanley Cohen identified that there are five stages in the making of a moral panic in his book ‘Folk Devils and Moral Panics’, (1973).

The first stage is when someone, a group of people or something is seen as a threat to the norms of society or the community. This is then followed by the second stage which is when the media creates/identifies a symbol that everyone can easily recognise. The public then identify this symbol as a cause for concern, this is the third stage. With the growing numbers of concern, the fourth stage is then that organisations/authorities need to give a response to the public. The fifth and final stage to this is that communities/society changes their day to day routine on the advice given to them from higher authorities, (Cohen, 1973).

It would be difficult to argue that this theory isn’t correct as it is evident in recent times. The COVID-19 virus, also known as coronavirus is the most recent moral panic, and all these stages mentioned have happened;

Stage 1 – Early on the virus was unheard of, and all that members of the public were hearing was that people were dying around the world with this virus, (BBC, 2020).

Stage 2 – The symbol for this virus was the name change to ‘coronavirus’ to make it simple from its scientific name COVID-19.  Coronavirus is the term created and has been a word being spoken millions of time a day, in the media, health industry and society, (NHS, 2020).

Stage 3 – The portrayal of this name has been one of a negative use. When someone mentions coronavirus, people see this as death rather than an illness like term used for a virus such as the ‘flu’. People don’t identify the flu as being deadly, even though individuals are currently more likely to die from the flu than the coronavirus, (Cuffe, 2020).

Stage 4 – The response from authorities was for people to; stop touching their face, wash hands more regularly, sanitise, use hand gel and avoid going to big public gatherings, (Gov, 2020). Authorities have also postponed some sporting events such as Six Nations rugby games, (BBC Sport, 2020), and the postponement of all Serie A football games in Italy until further notice, (BBC Sport, 2020). 

Stage 5 – This inevitably changes the day to day life of members of societies and communities. People are buying hand gel from supermarkets as well as food and this means that supermarkets are running out of stock quickly. People are wearing masks when they wouldn’t have done so previously, also many places where the public go such as schools, colleges, universities, office buildings and shops are leaving interior doors open. This is to try and stop the spread of the virus further, (BBC, 2020)

What the public could be panicking about could be something extremely unlikely to happen to them or anyone they know, but because of the media coverage it is blown out of proportion and gets the worldwide coverage, creating a panic, like Cohen’s theory shows. The media creates panic, but most of the time it for the news company to make money by selling papers or getting online article clicks. Cases of the media creating moral panic are; youths/young adults wearing hoodies, terrorism/Islamic extremism, HIV/AIDS, mass shootings, sex offends/paedophilia, coronavirus, Momo challenge and there are many more throughout the years.

Coronavirus is the latest moral panic, but how serious is the virus? As of March 11th 2020, 27,476 people had been tested for the virus, out of this there were 456 people who tested positive. Out of the 456 people only six people have died of the virus. Meaning that only 1.65% of people tested for the virus has it, and only 0.02% of people have died from the virus in the UK, (Gov, 2020). Taking these figures into consideration, members of the public are more likely to win the lottery jackpot (0.014%), (Lotto, 2020), than they are of dying from the coronavirus in the UK.

As identified in a previous paragraph, it isn’t just health illnesses that cause moral panics. Hoodies are worn everyday by people of all ages around the world, but because of moral panic people who wear hoodies are labelled as a criminal. An example of this would be that, when children and young adults wear hoodies, there is a perception by the public that they are up to no good, whereas if a middle-aged person were to wear one,  more often than not nothing would be thought. This is because media have created a panic about young people and hoodies, (Braddock, 2011). The way knife crime has been reported, it is broadcasted with young men wearing hoodies, where they hide a knife. This has created a huge panic in society.

Below is an image that Sky news and BBC news used to reported knife crime figures.
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Using images like these to report a crime as serious as knife crime is inevitably going to create panic in society, and seeing images like these on the news daily will influence the general public and create discrimination against young people in hoodies, because of a stereotype created by media, (Freeman-Powell, 2019).

Moral panics is a huge part of the world, it gives the global population something to talk about, whether that be worldwide or closer to home. In a way, it is entertainment for people and gives people something to discuss with friends, worry about, have an opinion on and have something to follow updates on. As seen with the case of the coronavirus, it is extremely unlikely for an individual to catch the virus, and even more unlikely for an individual to die from the virus. The virus is a serious issue and needs to be addressed, but it has been blown up massively by the media, and the media are the ones who are profiting from it. There are articles being uploaded online almost by the minute about the virus, and each one is getting thousands of clicks. This makes the media companies thousands of pounds in profits, so it is in their interest to keep uploading these articles. By doing this the panic spreads even more. It can be argued that the media are the puppet masters, and are influencing the public (puppets), in a biased way, again this causes panic and attracts people to the subject and in turn creates more business for the media companies to profit on, (Anderson and McLaren, 2012).

As seen through the essay moral panics and labeling work hand in hand. When something/someone gets labeled then it does create a panic in society, whether it be justified or not. Often things/people get labeled as something to make profit for the media, as seen above, but it sometimes goes too far, as in the case of Caroline Flack. Flack got labelled, bullied and harassed by the media, and caused members of the public to act in the same way. She took her own life because of the label given to her and the constant bullying. The way that social media has developed through the years it makes it easier for people to bully and harass others online. The pressure that people get from online trolling without being labeled as something is huge, but when they’re labeled too then it’s a recipe for disaster. This tragic case was a result from the labelling of Flack in the media to sell papers to make huge profits, (Youngs, 2020). After her death, media companies released articles in which they apologised for their role in her death, as well as many ‘tribute’ articles for her. This again made these companies huge profits, which shows that they are looking to make profits, when they flip their view points to what the public wants to read, (Harrison, 2017). 

The media is a good place to keep up with the news around the world but it can also be a place that changes people’s lives. It shouldn’t be forgotten that the media are companies that need/want to make profit, so articles will be published for hits rather than their credibility, and the companies aren’t afraid to label and report anything, to make sure they receive the monies needed, (Martin, 2018).
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