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The Over-Representation of African Americans in Crime Statistics and in the Justice System
Introduction
The United States currently has the largest criminal justice system in the world, which holds about 2.3 million people in 1,833 state prisons, 110 federal prisons, 1,772 juvenile correctional facilities, 3,134 local jails, 218 immigration detention facilities and other centers (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020). There has been overwhelming evidence on the inequality in this system, with African Americans particularly being overrepresented in the justice system and crime statistics. This has been the motivation for the attempts at explaining the causes of this overrepresentation, what and perpetuates it, and what can be done to stop it. This paper attempts to define the Labeling Theory and Theory of Symbolic Interaction and apply their principles in coming up with the right answer to these questions. But first, it highlights the existence of this overrepresentation.
Over-Representation of African Americans in Justice System and Crime Statistics
There is a clear overrepresentation of African-Americans in the criminal statistics and justice system of the United States. While acknowledging the fact that there is the unreliability of ethnicity statistical data in some states and thus the racial disparities in those states may be understated, Nellis (2016) gives an overview of the incarceration rates of the three main races in the United States’ prisons, which he summarizes into six main findings. He found that African Americans are incarcerated in state prisons 5.1 times more than whites, and in five states (Iowa, Minnesota, New Jersey, Vermont, and Wisconsin), the disparity was found to be more than 10 to 1. He also adds that in eleven states, at least 1 in 20 adult black males was in prison, and in Oklahoma, which had the highest overall black incarceration rate at the time, 1 in 15 black males ages 18 and older were found to be in prison. Nellis (2016) also found that in twelve states across the United States, more than half of the prison population was made up of African Americans. Regarding criminal statistics, the American Sociological Association (2007) noted that some scholars point out that the data systems themselves perpetuate the overrepresentation by creating statistical support for stereotyping of blacks as prone to criminality.
Even though a significant decline in the number of black prisoners has narrowed the gap over the past decade, African-Americans still outnumber the other races in United States prisons (Gramlich, 2019). According to Sentencing Project (2018), African Americans were shown to be more likely than white Americans to be arrested, convicted; and once convicted, more likely to be awarded longer prison sentences. Gramlich (2019) compared the adult population of each of the three main races to their percentage make-up of the prison population in 2017 and found that while African Americans formed up to 12% of the adult population in the United States, they accounted for 33% of the sentenced prison population, with white representing 64% of adults but 30% of the prison population, while Hispanics formed 16% of the adult population, but they accounted for 23% of inmates.
Labeling Theory and the Symbolic Interaction Theory in Crime Labelling
The Labeling theory employs a sociological approach that focuses on the role of social labeling in the development of crime and deviance (Bernburg, 2009). The theory proposes a circumstance in which criminal behaviour can become chronic and consistent by assuming that once individuals have been labeled or defined as deviants, they frequently face difficulties due to the reactions of self and others to negative stereotypes (stigma) attached to the deviant labels (Bernburg, 2009). It, however, acknowledges the fact that this behavior can also stem from other factors. Bernburg (2009) explains a crucial component of the theory, that these defiant labels, especially criminal labels, have a stigmatizing effect that is associated with negative stereotyping of the criminals in mainstream cultures such as media, books, movies, and everyday language. Bernburg (2009) further defines two types of labeling, informal and formal, and states that the formal processing of someone as a criminal or a delinquent brings attention to the person’s immorality and inability to follow important social norms, and the stigma, therefore, tends to “stick” to the person. The theory further argues that disadvantaged groups are more likely to experience labeling, pointing out that the stereotype of minorities and disadvantaged groups are more likely to contain images of criminality and danger (Bernburg, 2009).
Bernburg (2009) explains the process through which labeling leads to deviance and crime, which consists of three parts. The first part entails the development of a deviant self-concept in individuals, and since people develop self-image from experiences of interaction with other people, if other people see them as deviants, these individuals will experience negative stereotypical expectations of themselves. The second stage involves the social exclusion of these individuals from the other members of the society since they may either be rejected by the other people or the individuals may anticipate this rejection and, therefore, withdraw by themselves. The final stage entails the participation of these individuals in deviance and criminal activities, explaining that the withdrawal of these individuals from routine social interactions and associating with the actual criminals may as a result, influence them to similar tendencies. Therefore, labeled individuals may end up viewing themselves as criminals and act according to this self-concept (Law JRank, 2020).
The Symbolic Interaction Theory was based on the belief that self-perception arose through social processes or social experiences, which involved play, game, and other generalized forms, and therefore, an individual would take the attitudes of other people in the group around him or her and superimposes them attitudes upon his/her behavioral patterns. (Criminal Justice, 2020). Therefore, this theory implies that people will then generally behave in a manner consistent with how they believe that others view them. The link between the Symbolic Interaction theory and the Labeling theory is therefore evident during the first stage of the development of deviant behavior, which acknowledges that the individual’s self-perception is formed through interaction with other members who then impart their attitudes on them. In this way, the Symbolic Interaction theory is regarded as part of the labeling theory.
Nonetheless, the Labeling theory has been shown to have weaknesses. Wellford (2014) conducted an analysis which concluded that it is not a useful model for those violations of the criminal law that have traditionally concerned society and criminologists, and instead suggesting modifications of the model and the more careful analysis of the situational elements. Recent theoretical work and studies have attempted to revise the Labeling theory to take account of past problems, with more attention being focused on informal labelings, such as labeling by parents, peers, and teachers (Law JRank, 2020). Informal labeling has been shown to have a greater effect on subsequent crime than formal labeling (Law, JRank, 2020). Informal labeling was found to be influenced by an individual’s previous delinquent behavior and their position in society, with powerless individuals being more likely to experience labeling such as urban, minority, lower-class citizens, and adolescents.
Other modifications of the theory include the proposal that labeling increases crime in some circumstances while reducing it in others (Law Jrank, 2019). The Law Library- American Law and Legal Information Jrank (2020) explains this proposal from Braithwaite which explains that labeling may increase subsequent crime when no effort is made to reintegrate the offender back into conventional society; that is when offenders are rejected and therefore withdraw from other members of society. It, however, adds the proposal that labeling may reduce subsequent crime when deliberate action is taken to reintegrate punished offenders back into society, and in particular, labeling may help reduces crime when offenders are made to feel guilty for what they have done, but they eventually get forgiven and reintegrated into conventional society. However, this theory has not yet been well tested, but it helps explain the mixed results of past research on labeling theory (Law, Jrank, 2020).
How Labeling the Two Theories Explain the Over-Representation of African Americans in Crime Statistics and Justice System
From the previous understanding of the labeling theory and the Theory of Social Interaction, the principles of these theories can be used to explain the overrepresentation of African-Americans in the U.S. criminal justice system and crime statistics. First, the African American society in the United States meets the criteria for groups most likely to experience labeling and negative stereotyping since they are a minority and disadvantaged group in the country. Next, it is important to understand how the perception of African Americans as crime perpetrators has been perpetuated over time. The largest influence in the digital world would definitely be from mass and mainstream media. The mass media play at least a subordinate role in all the major theoretical perspectives attempting to understand crime and criminal justice (Greer & Reiner, 2013). Greer and Reiner (2013) identified that the media played a part in the labeling, creation of possible motives, means, and opportunities for criminal activities.
Sun (2018) analyzed the role of the media in the perpetuation of the representation of African Americans as perpetrators of crime and found that black Americans, specifically black men, were overrepresented as criminals in U.S. news media, especially regarding the incidence of violent crime. She quoted a study of New York City late-night news outlets in 2014 that found that the media reported murder, theft, and assault cases in which black people were suspects at higher rates than the actual arrest rates for these crimes. Additionally, she found that the news media had a role in vilifying black people by presenting black crime suspects as more threatening compared to their white counterparts which it did in several ways such as showing black suspects in police custody more frequently, showing the mug shots of black suspects more frequently than those of white suspects, and putting more focus on cases where the victim was a stranger. This shows how the general perception of African Americans as crime perpetrators has been created continuously over time in the United States.
Therefore, since African Americans are incarcerated at higher rates, there is a creation of the perception that they are indeed criminals, according to the Labeling theory. This perception is then perpetuated by the media, which worsens the narrative. Consequently, the other members of society view them as criminals and may begin to impart this attitude in the minds of African Americans. As a result, African Americans then withdraw from the general society, either because they are being seen as people who cannot abide by the law or because they anticipate rejection from the other members of the society. Furthermore, according to the Symbolic Interaction theory, the narrative that they are the perpetrators of crime may lead to African Americans seeing themselves as criminals, and as a result, act according to this perception.
Conclusion
As a result, the Labeling theory and Theory of Social Interaction can be applied in the explanation of the overrepresentation of African Americans in the justice system and crime statistics. This is due to the perceptions created in society and perpetuated by avenues such as mass and mainstream media. Nonetheless, this does not justify crime in any way, but it highlights the problem that creates inequality in the justice system of the United States. Therefore, the United States exhibits clear violation of its obligations as outlined in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights Article 2 and 26, to ensure that all its residents are treated equally under the law (Sentencing Project, 2018). This is either by allowing policies that perpetuate racial disparities in the criminal justice system or by not making sufficient efforts to curb this problem. Better measures should, therefore, be employed in reducing this inequality, and as a result, create a safe society for all.
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