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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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tionships between parental socialization, self-concepts, and delinquency.
As Wells and Rankin (1983) put it, self-concepts should be an important
mediating factor in delinquency, intervening between parental socializa-
tion and delinquent behavior. Accordingly, researchers have produced a
voluminous literature that investigates the relationship between self-
concepts and delinquency. The results of that research have been disap-
pointing. When conceptualized as global self-esteem or self-rejection,
self-concepts appear to have modest or inconsistent effects on delinquent
behavior. These results suggest the need for considering alternative con-
ceptualizations of the self and its role in the process of social control.

In this article I will draw on the writings of George Herbert Mead
(1934) and the school of symbolic interactionism to conceptualize the self
as being rooted in social interaction, comprising multiple dimensions,
and providing a crucial link between self-control and social control. 1
will draw on theories of labeling and reference groups to specify the
broader determinants of the self and argue that delinquency is in part
determined by one’s appraisals of self from the standpoint of others.

THEORY AND RESEARCH ON DELINQUENCY AND
SELF-CONCEPTS

Most research and theory about the self and delinquency has focused on
global self-esteem. In perhaps the best theoretical statement on self-
esteem, Rosenberg (1979) argues that the formation of global self-esteem
entails three mechanisms: reflected appraisals, social comparison, and
self-attribution (see also Rosenberg and Simmons 1972). Through the
process of reflected appraisals, individuals form self-conceptions on the
basis of their perceptions of others’ attitudes toward them. Through
the process of social comparisons, people make judgments about them-
selves, in part by comparing themselves with others (Festinger 1954).
And through the process of self-attribution, individuals draw conclusions
about their dispositions, motives, and self-esteem on the basis of their
observations of their own overt behavior (Bem 1972). These mechanisms
imply that a strong motive for delinquent behavior, as well as for other
forms of behavior, is the acquisition and maintenance of high self-esteem.
Adolescents may turn to delinquency to enhance their self-esteem (Kaplan
1975) or to overcome feelings of self-rejection (Kaplan 1980). Thus, posi-
tive self-esteem may -insulate one from delinquency (Reckless, Dinitz,
and Murray 1956).

Recent empirical research on self-esteem and delinquency, which capi-
talizes on longitudinal data; has produced equivocal results. Several sets
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of analyses of the Youth in Transition data set (Bachman, O’Malley, and
Johnston 1978) reveal conflicting results: some have found support for
the self-enhancement principle (self-esteem affects delinquency; see Ro-
senberg and Rosenberg 1978; Rosenberg, Schooler, and Schoenbach
1989), while others have not (Bynner, O’Malley, and Bachman 1981);
and some have found support for the reflected appraisals principle (delin-
quency affects self-esteem; see Wells and Rankin 1983; McCarthy and
Hoge 1984), while others have not (Rosenberg and Rosenberg 1978).
Furthermore, in a series of analyses, Kaplan and his colleagues have
found consistent support for the self-enhancement principle. They found
that, net of three variables (prior deviance, deviant peers, and disposition
to deviance), prior self-rejection exerts a small but significant effect on
future deviance (e.g., Kaplan, Johnson, and Bailey 1987).

Given that global self-esteem appears to have modest effects on delin-
quency, it may be fruitful to examine other conceptualizations of the self
and self-control (Wells and Rankin 1983, p. 20). A promising framework
for analyzing delinquency and the self is symbolic interactionism, a per-
spective that includes an explicit theory of the self and social control.
From an interactionist perspective, global self-esteem is only one element
of a multifaceted self and may not be the most important determinant of
delinquent behavior (Wells 1978). A more important determinant may
be the specific content or meaning of the self that is relevant to delinquent
behavior (Schwartz and Stryker 1970), such as evaluations of the self as
a delinquent versus evaluations as a conformist. Furthermore, the critical
locus of social control may be the process of role-taking and forming the
self as an object with a specific set of meanings. Thus, a useful approach
would examine the self (as delinquent or conformist) as a reflection of the
appraisals of others—not as a principle governing the formation of global
self-esteem, as specified by Rosenberg (1979)—but rather as one compo-
nent of a symbolic interactionist principle of social control.

An early attempt to examine deviance from an interactionist perspec-
tive was conducted by Schwartz and Stryker (1970), who hypothesized
that boys labeled as “bad” by teachers should be more likely than boys
labeled “good” (1) to have poor and uncertain self-concepts; (2) to ex-
clude members of conventional institutions (teachers) as significant oth-
ers; and (3) to have more difficulty with masculine identities. Their results
provided mixed support for these hypotheses. While only partially suc-
cessful, this study remains the only major empirical study of an interac-
tionist approach to deviance (Stryker and Craft 1982). I will attempt to
build on this research here by developing an explicit interactionist theory
of the self and delinquency and subjecting the theory to empirical
test.
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SELF-CONTROL AS SOCIAL CONTROL: A CONCEPTION OF SELF
BASED ON MEAD

The perspective of symbolic interactionism presupposes that social order
is the product of an ongoing process of social interaction and communica-
tion. Of central importance is the process by which shared meanings,
behavioral expectations, and reflected appraisals are built up in interac-
tion and applied to behavior. These shared meanings attach to positions
in society and thus link individual conduct to the organization of groups
and to social structure. Social structure—the patterned regularities in
society—is an ongoing process, built up by social interactions; moreover,
social structure in turn constrains the form and direction of these interac-
tions by structuring communication patterns, interests, and opportunities
(Stryker 1980). The specific mechanism linking interaction and social
structure is role-taking.’

Role-Taking and Delinquency

To analyze interaction, symbolic interactionists define the unit of analysis
as the transaction, which consists of an interaction between two or more
individuals. Within transactions, the important mechanism by which
interactants influence each other is role-taking, which consists of pro-
jecting oneself into the role of other persons and appraising, from their
standpoint, the situation, oneself in the situation, and possible lines of
action. With regard to delinquency, individuals confronted with delin-
quent behavior as a possible line of action take each other’s roles through
verbal and nonverbal communication, fitting their lines of action together
into joint delinquent behavior (Mead 1934; Blumer 1969).

The transaction is built up through this dynamic process of reciprocal
role-taking: one person initiates action—say, an unlawful act—a second
takes the role of the other and responds, then the first person reacts to
the response, and so on, until the jointly developed goal is reached, a new

? This perspective emphasizes the study of patterns of behavior and meanings that
remain relatively stable across a delimited set of situations. Somewhat stable meanings
can be examined with quantitative survey data. This view is consistent with the
methodological thrust of ‘“structural symbolic interactionism,” which stresses the
structure of role relationships that generate stable meanings and behaviors (Stryker
1980; McCall and Simmons 1978). It is less consistent with the methodological recom-
mendations of Blumer’s (1969) symbolic interactionism, which stresses the negotiated,
interpreted, and constructed nature of meaning, and eschews “variable analysis” for
the study of human experiences that give rise to meanings. Note, however, that it is
consistent with Blumer’s (1969, p. 139) conclusion that “in the area of interpretative
life, variable analysis can be an effective means of unearthing stabilized patterns of
interpretation which are not likely to be detected through the direct study of the
experience of people.”
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goal is substituted, or the transaction simply fades. Through reciprocal
role-taking, or a conversation of gestures, consensus over situational
goals and the appropriate means for attaining those goals is constructed,
individual lines of action are coordinated, and there is concerted action
toward achieving the goal (Blumer 1969). Thus, the initiated delinquent
act of one youth might elicit a negative response from another youth,
causing the group to search for another, more suitable alternative.
Whether or not a goal is achieved using unlawful means is determined
by each individual’s contribution to the direction of the transaction; those
contributions, in turn, are determined by the individual’s prior life expe-
rience or biography (Hewitt 1988).

Early in the socialization process, individuals engage in a serial process
of taking the role of specific significant others who are present in the
interaction. Later in the socialization process, individuals learn to take
the role of the entire group or “generalized other,” which includes the
norms, rules, and expectations governing various positions and roles of
a group, community, or society. Here, individuals learn to relate the
activities and expectations of their roles to the activities and expectations
of other roles within an organized system (Mead 1934, pp. 152—64). This
form of taking the role of an organized and abstract group appears in
more institutionalized settings and constitutes the most effective form of
social control, since the organized institutions and norms enter individual
behavior.

Role-taking also provides a framework for an interactionist theory of
cognition. Cognitive processes arise in problematic situations, in which
a line of action (impulse) is temporarily blocked by physical objects in
the situation, by verbal responses of others, or by subjective reactions
such as repugnance, shame, and fear (Shibutani 1961). The blocked im-
pulse is transformed into a self-image (the self as an object or the “me”),
consisting of alternative lines of action, anticipated reactions of others,
and, most significantly, a view of self from the standpoint of others. The
line of action is then reacted to by another impulse (the “I”), which
either reacts positively and follows the line of action into overt behavior
or reacts negatively, blocking the impulse to act and eliciting another
self-image. This cognitive process continues until the problem is solved
or the transaction ends. Thus, cognition is identical, in form and content,
to role-taking between interactants, except that it occurs in the mind in
an imaginative rehearsal between the “I” and the “me” (Mead 1934).

Moreover, similar situations will call out similar “me’s”—the self
formed as an object from the standpoint of others. Therefore, a stable
self arises because the self-images (“me’s”) called up in a situation, to
which the “I” will react, will resemble previous “I’s” and “me’s” from
similar past situations. This stable set of self-images is multidimensional,
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