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This article draws on behavioral principles of George Herbert Mead
and other symbolic interactionists to specify a theory of the self to
explain delinquent behavior. The theoretical framework builds on
Mead’s analysis of the social act, symbolic interactionists’ specifi-
cation of the self as a reflection of appraisals made by significant
others, and labeling theorists’ notions of dramatization of evil, devi-
ance amplification, and secondary deviance. This integrated frame-
work is tested with a causal model of the causes and consequences
of reflected appraisals and delinquent behavior. The analysis pro-
vides general support for the theory. Reflected appraisals of self are
substantially affected by parental appraisals and prior delinquency;
future delinquency is substantially affected by reflected appraisals
of self as a rule violator; and reflected appraisals mediate much of
the effects on delinquency of parental appraisals, prior delinquency,
and structural variables.

An important question in the study of social control involves the mecha-
nisms by which informal groups control the behavior of members. Much
research on informal controls and delinquent behavior has examined rela-
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