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This paper builds on a symbolic interactionist theory of delinquency that identifies the
locus of social control in the process of taking the role of the other. According to struc-
tural symbolic interactionism, role-taking is linked to the broader social organization
through the concepts of generalized others, role commitments, and reference groups. We
specify mechanisms affecting delinquency derived from the classical theories of labeling
and differential association as special cases of this symbolic interactionist perspective.
In contrast, social disorganization and social control theories contradict the assump-
tions of interactionism and provide a competing set of hypotheses. We translate these
hypotheses into a covariance structure model of individual delinquency, and estimate it
using panel data from a national sample of males. Our results support the symbolic
interactionist perspective: Delinquency-is affected by the elements of role-taking—asso-
ciating with delinquent peers, having delinquent reflected appraisals, and holding delin-
quent attitudes. Moreover, contrary to social disorganization and social control theories,
variables representing social disorganization, attachment, and commitment affect delin-

quency only indirectly through the differential social control process of role-taking.

A central sociological problem concerns the
process by which deviant or criminal be-
havior is controlled by the larger society. Al-
though most would agree that social interac-
tion is an important locus of control of crime
and delinquency, criminological theory has not
stressed the interactional mechanisms of social
control. Instead, recent developments in crimi-
nological theory and research have focused on
developing macrotheories of Marxist class cat-
egories and delinquency (Colvin and Pauley
1983; Hagan 1989), microtheories of stable in-
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dividual traits (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990),
or life-course theories of life events and delin-
quent behavior (Sampson and Laub 1990;
Hagan and Palloni 1988). Another theoretical
trend integrates traditional theories, such as
anomie, disorganization, social control, label-
ing, differential association, and social learn-
ing theories, to increase explanatory power or
link levels of explanation (Elliott, Ageton, and
Canter 1979; Elliott, Huizinga, and Ageton
1985; Pearson and Weiner 1985; Thornberry
1987). This latter trend has been criticized for
failing to reconcile the contradictory assump-
tions underlying the constituent theories, for
integrating disparate variables into a causal
model rather than integrating propositions into
a general theory, and for simply renaming theo-
retical concepts rather than reconceptualizing
them in a larger theoretical framework (Hirschi
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1979; Short 1979; Liska, Krohn, and Messner
1989).

We take a different avenue and specify a
theory of delinquency based on a unified
framework of symbolic interactionism. We
build on the work of Matsueda (1992), who
specified a theory of delinquency based on a
symbolic interactionist view of the self as a re-
flection of the appraisals of others. We extend
that work by (1) identifying a broader range of
individual-level mechanisms of social control,
(2) specifying group and organizational pro-
cesses for controlling delinquency, (3) concep-
tualizing classical criminological theories as
special cases of a general interactionist frame-
work, and (4) testing the interactionist model
empirically against specific hypotheses drawn
from competing theories.

DIFFERENTIAL SOCIAL CONTROL.:
A SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONIST THEORY
OF DELINQUENCY

Reflected Appraisals and Delinquency

Matsueda (1992) employs symbolic interac-
tionism to show how the social control of de-
linquency lies in an interactionist conception of
the self. He bases his explanation on Mead’s
(1934) thesis that the self arises in problematic
situations when an individual takes the role of
significant others and views oneself from the
standpoint of those others. The self, then, con-
sists of a set of reflected appraisals (or percep-
tions of the appraisals or evaluations) of the
self by others (Kinch 1963; Felson 1985).
Matsueda argues that delinquency is in large
part a function of the meanings of self that are
relevant to deviant behavior and that these
meanings arise in part through labeling. That
is, one’s reflected appraisals of self as a delin-
quent are affected by the actual appraisals (or
labels) made by significant others, like parents,
teachers, and peers. Matsueda’s empirical re-
sults support most of these propositions: De-
linquency is significantly affected by reflected
appraisals of the self as a “rule violator,” which
are in turn determined by parental labels of
youths as rule violators. Yet, contrary to label-
ing theory, he also finds that disadvantaged
youths are only slightly more likely to be la-
beled deviant than advantaged youths. And
contrary to symbolic interactionism, he finds
that the effect of parental appraisals on delin-

quent behavior is not mediated by reflected ap-
praisals—a finding that is difficult to explain
and raises questions about symbolic interac-
tionism.

Matsueda’s (1992) initial attempt to specify
an interactionist theory of delinquency focuses
on the effects of the self as reflected apprais-
als. It ignores, however, other features of an
interactionist conception of social control rel-
evant to delinquency and fails to draw on re-
cent research in structural symbolic interac-
tionism that links interactions to social organi-
zation. We examine these issues below, begin-
ning with a review of Mead’s (1934) analysis
of the social transaction.!

The Individual Level:
Role-Taking, Social Control, and Delinquency

Mead (1934) views role-taking as the key to
social control. Interactants take the role of oth-
ers, view themselves as objects from the stand-
point of others, and thus fit their actions into a
social transaction. In essence, reciprocal role-
taking between interactants makes joint activ-
ity possible. This implies a process of social
cognition arising in problematic situations,
which Matsueda (1992) uses to build his ex-
planation of self and delinquency. Reflective
thought, or self-consciousness, is critical for
explaining delinquency, since delinquency is
particularly likely when youths consider be-
havior that is generally eschewed by a variety
of social groups (Mead [1927] 1982). When an
action or impulse to act is interrupted, causing
a discontinuity in interaction, the blocked im-
pulse causes one to view the self (the “me”) as
an object from the standpoint of others. The in-
dividual views him or herself from the stand-
point of significant others, considers alternative
solutions to the discontinuity, and appraises po-
tential justifications and reactions of significant
others to those alternatives. The proposed al-
ternative is then evaluated by another impulse

! Our view emphasizes the study of patterned
meanings and behaviors that remain somewhat
stable across situations. Such patterns can be exam-
ined with quantitative survey data. This is consis-
tent with the methodological perspective of “struc-
tural symbolic interactionism” (e.g., Stryker 1980;
McCall and Simmons 1978) and inconsistent with
the methodological recommendations of Blumer’s
(1969) version of symbolic interactionism (see
Matsueda 1992).
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(the “T”), which reacts either positively, follow-
ing the alternative into overt action, or nega-
tively, blocking the impulse and eliciting an-
other “me.” This serial cognitive process con-
tinues until the problem is solved or the inter-
action ends. Once the interaction ends, the
“me” is incorporated into the individual’s
memory and becomes part of the self to be
called up in future interactions.

This process illustrates the essential features
of Mead’s theory of temporality: Role-taking
occurs in the present and applies past experi-
ences to anticipated future events (Mead 1929).
From an indefinite past, a specific depiction of
the past (the “me”) is called up to solve a prob-
lem in the present in the context of a future
goal with anticipated consequences. Cognition
thus allows humans to break out of the present,
gives our present continuity with the past and
future, and allows us to adjust to emergent
events or discontinuities in the present by
aligning them with the past and the future
(Maines, Sugrue, and Katovich 1983). This
implies continuity in human behavior, such as
delinquency, through time.

Role-taking implies five major processes
that can affect the likelihood of delinquent or
deviant behavior. First, as specified by Mat-
sueda (1992), the specific meaning of the self
as reflected appraisals (as a rule-violator)
should affect delinquency. Thus, delinquency
is in large part a function of stable meanings of
the self relevant to deviant behavior, which
arise partly through processes of role-taking
and labeling (see Matsueda 1992 for further
elaboration).

Second, holding attitudes toward delinquent
solutions to problematic situations will affect
the likelihood of delinquent behavior. Atti-
tudes are predispositions or plans to act (Mead
1938) that serve as “pivots for the redirection
of social acts” through role-taking in problem-
atic situations (Dewey 1922). For Mead, the
important attitudes are significant symbols
whose meanings are shared in the sense that
they call out “functionally identical” re-
sponses in the self and in others (Miller 1982).
As such, the attitudes of one’s communities
and social groups constitute the generalized
other and become incorporated into the “me”
(Mead 1934). This does not mean, however,
that the attitudes of the larger community al-
ways prevail. When the attitudes of a given
community or social group fail to resolve a

problematic situation and create a discontinu-
ity in interaction, an individual will some-
times form an attitude that is at odds with
those of the larger group (Mead 1934; Miller
1973). In this situation, however, the indi-
vidual must fit the new attitude together with
the old attitude so that the new one is accept-
able from the perspective of the generalized
other. In the case of delinquency, we might
expect individuals to attempt to make delin-
quent behavior acceptable to law-abiding so-
cial groups by justifying, disclaiming, or neu-
tralizing the behavior (Sykes and Matza 1957
Hewitt and Stokes 1975). Or, individuals may
change perspectives and take the role (per-
spective) of a different generalized other, like
a law-violating youth group, that would be
more likely to favor delinquency. When atti-
tudes favoring delinquency are incorporated
over time into the “me,” they become stable
and can be called up in the future. Conse-
quently, the stronger and more stable the atti-
tudes, motives, and justifications favoring de-
linquency, the greater the likelihood that de-
linquent resolutions to problematic situations
will occur.

A third process affecting delinquency in-
volves anticipating the reactions of significant
others to delinquent behavior. Specifically,
through role-taking individuals also become
aware of the likely reactions of others to cer-
tain behaviors; thus they can consider the con-
sequences of such reactions for self-image, ex-
trinsic rewards, and group membership (Mc-
Call and Simmons 1978). This is at the heart
of reflective thought for Mead, since the abil-
ity to anticipate the responses of others is im-
perative for viewing oneself as an object and
for incorporating the future into a present prob-
lem in light of the past (Mead 1934). Reflec-
tive thinking regarding a delinquent action re-
quires considering the potential consequences
for that action, particularly the responses of
significant and generalized others. The more
negative the anticipated reactions to a delin-
quent behavior, the lower the likelihood of de-
linquent lines of action.

Role-taking also implies that associating
with delinquent peers would influence the like-
lihood of delinquency, both indirectly and di-
rectly. Indirectly, delinquent peers permit the
emergence of a pro-delinquent generalized
other or reference group (Shibutani 1955;
Glaser 1956), providing delinquent concep-



