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labeling theory would likely benefit empirically from 
the recognition of a reciprocal relationship in terms 
of the actor and reactor, stimulus and response, and 
preexisting differences and “reaction effects.”57

5. Labeling should be viewed as a perspective rather
than a theory. Specifically, it is neither a theory in
the strictest sense nor does it focus exclusively on the
act of the labeling itself. Rather, it is one approach
to studying a general area of human activity.58 Erich
Goode argues that labeling theory is not a theory; in
fact, he also maintains that it may not even be a per-
spective. Instead of examining deviance in general,
the theory examines specific features of deviance.59

In 1975, Charles Wellford argued that labeling theory hala

Conflict Perspectives

Most of the theories presented in the previous chapters are based on what are generally 
referred to as the consensus perspective of law. In the 18th and 19th centuries, 
consensus perspectives of law were identified as “social contract theories.” These 
theories stressed that law serves a necessary social function (i.e., functionalism). A 
major proponent of this perspective, Thomas Hobbes, argued that without either law 
or the state, individuals would pursue their self-interests without considering how these 
pursuits could affect oth-ers. To avoid such a lawless condition, individuals enter into an 
agreement, or consensus, to sacrifice their self-interests in an effort to form a society 
for the common good of all people.70 Criminologists from this consensus perspective 
maintain that (1) law reflects the need for social order, (2) law is a product of value 
consensus, (3) law is an impartial sys-tem that protects public rather than private 
interests, and (4) where differences between groups exist, law is the neutral mechanism 
that helps individuals resolve their conflicts.71

Around the 1950s, conflict theory began to challenge the assumptions associated with the 
consensus and functional models of criminology.72 There are various conflict theoretical 
perspectives. They all share a critical position concerning the existing social order; 
they differ, however, as to their conceptualization of the nature of social order.73 
Generally, there are two forms of conflict theory: conservative (pluralist) and critical-
radical. The primary focus of conservative (pluralist) conflict theories is power and 
the use of that power; this theoretical framework views society as consisting of 
diverse interest groups competing for power.74 George Vold, Austin Turk, and Richard 
Quinney have made major contributions to the conservative (pluralist) conflict 
theoretical perspective. The other form of conflict theory, critical-radical, can be 
traced back to the writings of Karl Marx; this theoretical framework views 
contemporary society as being dominated by a unified, 

If you saw this woman
walking in a store, would 
you perceive her as a 
potential shoplifter? Why 
or why not?


