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The historical concept of a criminal class includes a sociological
reference to the concentration and recurrence of crime within
groups and across generations. Two family-linked processes may
lead to the social reproduction of a criminal class: a cultural/
characterological process involving child-raising conditions and
practices, and a structural/imputational process involving official
labeling. Mead’s concern about the perpetuation of a “permanent
class of criminals” is discussed, and special attention is given to an
intergenerational interaction effect of parent and son labeling on
subsequent delinquent and criminal behavior. This intergenera-
tional interaction effect is explored, net of the acknowledged role of
cultural/characterological influences, which are modeled in several
ways using data collected in a well-known London panel study. The
article addresses implications of the neglect of labeling effects in
contemporary longitudinal research initiatives directed to the for-
mation of crime policy.

Although sociologists who study classes emphasize the occupational
sphere and work relations, class terminology sometimes is used more
broadly, for example, with reference to divisions of age, gender, and
ethnicity. The concept of class is linked also to crime in historical discus-
sions of the emergence and persistence of “the dangerous classes” in 18th-

! Data utilized in this paper were made available by the Inter-University Consortium
for Political and Social Research. The data for the Cambridge Study in Delinquent
Development were collected by Donald West and David Farrington ICPSR 1987).
Neither they nor the consortium bears any responsibility for the analyses or interpreta-
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and 19th-century France and England (Gillis 1989; Tombs 1980; Ignatieff
1978) and 19th- and 20th-century Canada and the United States (Boritch
and Hagan 1987; Monkenen 1981). These dangerous classes increasingly
were identified as criminal classes of low social origin and in need of
police constraint (Silver 1967, p. 3). Used in this way, the concept of a
criminal class refers to the concentration and recurrence of crime within
groups and across generations. Yet we know little of the processes by
which criminal classes once were or still might be concentrated and repro-
duced through successive generations.

Two quite different reproductive processes linked to the family could
be involved. The first is a cultural or characterological process by which
parents, through child-raising conditions and practices, reproduce in
their children the characteristics that lead to crime; the second is a struc-
tural or imputational process in which crime-control agents reproduce
criminal behavior through their official treatment of the children of crimi-
nal parents.

The former process is at the heart of the more traditional theories of
crime and deviance, including social disorganization and subcultural the-
ories. The latter process is more consistent with a labeling theory of de-
viance. However, little attention has been given to the intergenerational
reproduction of crime in labeling theory. The purposes of this paper are to
(1) add this intergenerational dimension to labeling theory, (2) examine
this extension of labeling theory with data collected in a well-known
London panel study, (3) address earlier methodological problems in tests
of labeling theory, and (4) articulate the implications of this structural/
imputational perspective for current research initiatives in the United
States and elsewhere.

CLASS AND CRIME REPRODUCTION

There are analogues in the literature on occupational stratification to the
cultural/characterological and structural/imputational processes outlined
above. They are found in respective analyses of intergenerational mobil-
ity (e.g., Blau and Duncan 1967) and class trajectories (e.g., Robinson
and Garnier 1985). Both of these research literatures include a focus on
schooling, for example, with Blau and Duncan attending to the role of
schooling in fostering abilities and attitudes that facilitate intergenera-
tional mobility, and Robinson and Garnier considering the ascriptive role
of educational credentials in maintaining, reinforcing, and perpetuating
class trajectories. The latter focus on schooling anticipates the role of
crime-control agencies in the class-based elaboration of labeling theory
we develop below.

Howard Becker’s (1963) classic formulation of a labeling theory of
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deviance begins with the structural premise that deviant behavior is the
outcome of interactions between actors and reactors. This premise is de-
veloped with a cross-classification of actors’ behaviors as obedient or
deviant and reactors’ perceptions of these behaviors as deviant or non-
deviant (p. 20). The implication is that actors’ behaviors interact with
reactors’ responses in producing deviant outcomes; for example, those
instances that involve both deviant behavior and labeling responses will
produce unique patterns of subsequent “pure deviant” behavior. Lemert
(1967) makes a related point in distinguishing between primary and sec-
ondary deviance. Secondary deviance is unique in that it is the hardened
product of the interaction of deviant behavior on the part of the actor and
the labeling responses of reactors. Tannenbaum (1938) goes further in
temporally specifying this labeling process, arguing that initial occur-
rences of these interactions are particularly important and constitute
“dramatizations of evil” that establish enduring deviant behavioral ten-
dencies.

Note that these formulations involve interaction in both its statistical
and social meanings. Indeed, these formulations imply higher-order sta-
tistical interactions that make full-blown deviant careers contingent on
the joint occurrence of deviant activities and labeling responses at early
points in the sequence of behavioral careers. Higher-order interactions of
this kind are rarely predicted by sociological theories.

Nonetheless, modern formulations of labeling theory are oddly silent
on a further contingency: the occurrence of labeling across generations.
This silence is surprising because George Herbert Mead (1918) antici-
pated a focus on not only intergenerational labeling but also the notion of
class reproduction in his early article “The Psychology of Punitive Jus-
tice.” Mead called attention to the inconsistency of what we today call
labeling and deterrence theories and to the potential consequences of the
indiscriminate use of legal sanctions. In doing so, the father of symbolic
interactionism encouraged a structural perspective on the intergenera-
tional effects of legal sanctioning, writing that “a system of punishments
assessed with reference to their deterrent powers not only works very
inadequately in repressing crime but also preserves a criminal class” (p.
583). Mead was concerned that our system of legal sanctions provides few
if any mechanisms for the revocation of the stigma involved in criminal
proceedings. The implication of Mead’s analysis is that crime is concen-
trated across generations in a permanent class of criminals.

Mead’s concern about a permanent criminal class focuses attention on
processes of intergenerational labeling and suggests the possibility of a
further contingency in labeling theory, namely, that deviant behaviors
that meet labeling responses early in a behavioral career may be most
likely to lead to subsequent deviant behavior when the actor is the child
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of parents who are also labeled deviant. Said more simply, labels may be
most likely to affect the behavior of adolescents when they are imposed in
the context of a family that has previously been labeled deviant. In the
test of labeling theory we present below, we use this intergenerational
interaction effect of parent and child labeling as a focal point in our
analysis.

THE LONDON DATA

The data base we reanalyze below was developed and analyzed originally
by West and Farrington (1977; see ICPSR 1987). It consists of prospective
longitudinal data collected on boys through surveys and interviews and
from official records, beginning in 1961-62 when the boys were eight to
nine years old and living within a one-mile radius of a research office in a
working-class area of London. Additional retrospective data were col-
lected on the parents. The boys were interviewed at ages of about 8, 10,
14, 16, 18, 21, and 24. The study began with 411 boys and maintained
389 of this sample until about age 18. An approximately equal number of
convicted and randomly selected unconvicted youths were interviewed at
age 21, yielding a wave of 218 respondents. The sampling strategy be-
came more restrictive beyond this point, and our analysis therefore stops
at age 21.

West and Farrington analyzed many of these data, and the results are
widely cited in policy proposals that affect government responses to crime
and criminological research, in the United States as well as in Great
Britain (see, e.g., Farrington, Ohlin, and Wilson 1986; Program on Hu-
man Development and Criminal Behavior 1988). Yet the results of West
and Farrington’s early research vary from the interpretation most fre-
quently given the data today.

Early in their research, West and Farrington (1977, p. 118) utilized a
three-variable cross-tabulation to identify an interaction between adoles-
cent self-reported delinquency and parental conviction on the conviction
of adolescents. West and Farrington subsequently were concerned not
only about the possible labeling effects of adolescent conviction but also
with the possibility that such effects might be spurious, so they matched
convicted and unconvicted adolescents on past self-reported delinquency
and other variables (including parents’ convictions) in a post-factum fash-
ion to see whether there was a labeling effect of adolescent conviction that
subsequently resulted in increased self-reported delinquent behavior (see
West and Farrington 1977, chap. 7; see also Farrington 1977). Since the
post-factum matching used by West and Farrington is a foundation for
further discussion below, we report their own detailed description of their
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procedures. The matching analysis described is the most extensive of
several they report. They write that

convicted youths were matched with others, not only on self-reported delin-
quency rankings at fourteen, but also according to two other independent
indices of delinquency potential. They were matched according to whether
or not they fell into the quarter of the sample who were rated most trou-
blesome in behavior on the combined opinions of teachers and peers, and
also according to whether or not they were in the group identified as having
a high risk of delinquency on the basis of a combination of five predictive
background factors isolated in previous work (see West and Farrington
1973, p. 131). These five factors were large families, low income, criminal
parents, low IQ and poor parental behavior. Only 48 youths, out of the
original 53 [matched previously], could be matched on both of these new
criteria as well as on the self-reported delinquency score at fourteen (within
10 points of difference). . . . At age eighteen, the difference in average
percentile rankings [of self-reported delinquency] of these 48 pairs of
youths, who had been more meticulously matched at fourteen, was even
more obvious than before, the unconvicted youths scoring an average of
48.4 and the convicted youths scoring 69.1. [West and Farrington 1977, p.
130]

These results seemed to provide preliminary evidence for a labeling the-
ory of deviance.

However, West and Farrington’s mode of analysis left key issues that
we pursue below unexplored and/or unsettled, and in the end West and
Farrington seem doubtful of their results, favoring instead a cultural/
characterological explanation of their findings. They write in the final
chapter of their book The Delinquent Way of Life that their findings
“vindicate the concept of delinquent character” (p. 160) and conclude that

evidently, a constellation of adverse features of family background (includ-
ing poverty, too many children, marital disharmony and inappropriate
child rearing methods) among which parental criminality is likely to be one
element, leads to a constellation of antisocial features when sons reach the
age of eighteen, among which criminality is again likely to be one element.
Young delinquent adults, by their irresponsibly hedonistic attitudes and
ineffectual methods of coping with social demands, tend to recreate for
their own children the same undesirable family environments, thus per-
petuating from one generation to the next a range of social problems of
which delinquency is but one symptom. [West and Farrington 1977, p.
1617

2 West and Farrington’s conclusions echo the observations Henry Mayhew made more
than a century earlier, in London Labor and the London Poor, that, “thousands of our
felons are trained from their infancy in the bosom of crime; a large portion of them are
born in the homes of habitual thieves and other persons of bad character, and are
familiarized with vice from their earliest years” (1862, p. 272). This conception of a
dangerous, criminal class that is concentrated and reproduced across generations is
highly durable.
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