
criminology and deviance

criminology and deviance are two interconnected concepts that play a crucial
role in understanding human behavior in society. Criminology, the scientific
study of crime, criminals, and the criminal justice system, often intersects
with the concept of deviance, which refers to behaviors that violate social
norms or expectations. This article explores the relationship between
criminology and deviance by examining key theories, types of deviant
behavior, and the social mechanisms that influence these phenomena. It also
delves into how deviance is defined and controlled, as well as the
implications for law enforcement and social policy. By analyzing various
perspectives and examples, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of
how criminology addresses deviance in different social contexts. The
following sections provide a detailed overview of these topics.

Understanding Criminology and Deviance

Theories Explaining Deviance

Types of Deviant Behavior

Social Control and Deviance

Deviance, Crime, and the Criminal Justice System

Understanding Criminology and Deviance
Criminology is a multidisciplinary field that studies the causes,
consequences, and prevention of crime. It incorporates insights from
sociology, psychology, law, and anthropology to analyze criminal behavior and
the social responses to it. Deviance, on the other hand, refers to any
behavior that violates societal norms, ranging from minor infractions to
serious offenses. While all crimes are considered deviant acts, not all
deviant behaviors are criminal. Understanding this distinction is fundamental
to the study of criminology and deviance, as it highlights the complexity of
social norms and the variability of responses to norm violations.

Defining Deviance
Deviance is a relative concept that varies across cultures, time periods, and
social groups. What is considered deviant in one society may be acceptable in
another. This relativity underscores the importance of social context in
defining deviance. Sociologists emphasize that deviance is not inherent in
any act but is instead a product of social reactions and definitions.



The Relationship Between Crime and Deviance
Crime is a subset of deviance that involves the violation of formal laws
enacted by a society. While all criminal acts are deviant, many deviant
behaviors, such as unconventional dress or nonconformist attitudes, do not
break any laws. Criminology focuses primarily on criminal deviance but also
considers noncriminal deviance to understand the broader social dynamics at
play.

Theories Explaining Deviance
The study of criminology and deviance is grounded in various theoretical
frameworks that seek to explain why individuals engage in deviant or criminal
behavior. These theories provide insights into the social, psychological, and
economic factors influencing deviance.

Structural Functionalism
Structural functionalist theory posits that deviance serves a social function
by reinforcing societal norms and promoting social cohesion. According to
Émile Durkheim, deviance clarifies moral boundaries and encourages conformity
by delineating acceptable behavior.

Strain Theory
Robert K. Merton’s strain theory suggests that deviance arises when there is
a disjunction between culturally prescribed goals and the legitimate means to
achieve them. Individuals experiencing strain or pressure may resort to
deviant methods to attain success.

Labeling Theory
Labeling theory emphasizes the role of societal reaction in the creation of
deviance. Once an individual is labeled as deviant or criminal, they may
internalize this identity, leading to further deviant behavior. This theory
highlights the power of social stigma and the consequences of labels.

Social Control Theory
Social control theory argues that strong social bonds to family, school, and
community inhibit deviant behavior. When these bonds are weak or broken,
individuals are more likely to engage in deviance due to a lack of social
constraints.



Types of Deviant Behavior
Deviance encompasses a wide range of actions that violate social norms. These
behaviors can be categorized based on their severity, social impact, and
legality.

Primary and Secondary Deviance
Primary deviance refers to initial acts of norm violation that do not result
in a person being labeled as deviant. Secondary deviance occurs when an
individual accepts the deviant label and continues the behavior, often
leading to a deviant identity.

Criminal Deviance
Criminal deviance involves behaviors that violate legal statutes. Examples
include theft, assault, drug offenses, and murder. These acts are subject to
formal sanctions by the criminal justice system.

Noncriminal Deviance
Noncriminal deviance includes actions that break social norms but do not
violate laws. Examples are unconventional dress, eccentric behavior, or
challenging cultural expectations. These behaviors may provoke social
disapproval but not legal consequences.

White-Collar and Corporate Deviance
This category involves deviant acts committed by individuals in professional
or corporate settings, such as fraud, embezzlement, and corruption. These
acts often have significant social and economic impacts but may be less
visible than street crime.

Primary deviance: initial norm violations

Secondary deviance: acceptance of deviant identity

Criminal deviance: illegal acts

Noncriminal deviance: norm violations without legal penalties

White-collar deviance: occupational and corporate misconduct



Social Control and Deviance
Social control mechanisms are processes and institutions that regulate
individual and group behavior to conform to societal norms. These controls
are essential in managing deviance and maintaining social order.

Formal Social Control
Formal social control involves official rules and laws enforced by authorized
institutions such as the police, courts, and correctional facilities. These
mechanisms impose sanctions on individuals who commit criminal acts or severe
deviance.

Informal Social Control
Informal social control refers to the everyday social interactions and
expectations that encourage conformity. Family, peers, and community play a
significant role in shaping behavior through approval or disapproval without
legal intervention.

Mechanisms of Social Control
Various mechanisms help regulate deviance, including:

Sanctions: penalties or rewards to enforce norms

Socialization: teaching societal values and norms

Surveillance: monitoring behavior to deter deviance

Rehabilitation: programs aimed at reintegrating offenders

Deviance, Crime, and the Criminal Justice
System
The criminal justice system is the formal structure responsible for
addressing crime and deviance through law enforcement, adjudication, and
corrections. It plays a pivotal role in defining, regulating, and responding
to deviant behavior.



Law Enforcement and Policing
Police agencies serve as the frontline agents of social control, tasked with
detecting, preventing, and investigating crimes. Their role extends to
managing public order and responding to deviant behaviors that threaten
social stability.

Judiciary and Legal Processes
The courts interpret the law and determine the guilt or innocence of accused
individuals. Legal procedures ensure due process and uphold justice while
balancing the rights of offenders and victims.

Corrections and Rehabilitation
Correctional institutions focus on punishing and rehabilitating offenders to
reduce recidivism. Approaches include incarceration, probation, parole, and
community-based programs aimed at reintegrating individuals into society.

Challenges in Addressing Deviance and Crime
The criminal justice system faces challenges such as:

Disparities in law enforcement and sentencing

Overcrowding in prisons

Balancing punishment with rehabilitation

Addressing root causes of deviance

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the difference between criminology and
deviance?
Criminology is the scientific study of crime, criminal behavior, and the
criminal justice system, whereas deviance refers to behaviors or actions that
violate social norms but are not necessarily criminal.



How do sociological theories explain deviance?
Sociological theories explain deviance through various lenses such as strain
theory, which suggests that societal pressure leads individuals to commit
deviant acts; social learning theory, which emphasizes learning deviant
behavior from others; and labeling theory, which focuses on how being labeled
as deviant can influence one's identity and behavior.

What role does social control play in criminology?
Social control refers to the mechanisms, strategies, and institutions society
uses to regulate individual behavior and maintain social order. In
criminology, it helps explain how laws, norms, and enforcement prevent or
respond to deviant and criminal behaviors.

How has technology influenced the study of
criminology and deviance?
Technology has transformed criminology by enabling advanced crime data
analysis, cybercrime investigation, surveillance techniques, and the study of
online deviance, thus expanding the scope and methods of understanding
criminal behavior and social deviance.

What is the significance of white-collar crime in
criminology studies?
White-collar crime, involving financially motivated nonviolent crime
committed by business professionals, is significant in criminology as it
challenges traditional views of crime, highlights issues of power and
inequality, and requires specialized approaches for detection and prevention.

Additional Resources
1. Criminology: The Core
This book provides a comprehensive introduction to the field of criminology,
exploring the causes, consequences, and control of criminal behavior. It
covers various theories of crime, including biological, psychological, and
sociological perspectives. The text also addresses contemporary issues such
as cybercrime, terrorism, and white-collar crime, making it a valuable
resource for students and professionals alike.

2. Deviance and Social Control
Focusing on the concept of deviance, this book examines how societies define
and respond to behaviors that violate social norms. It discusses the role of
social control mechanisms, including laws, sanctions, and informal social
pressures. Through case studies and theoretical analysis, readers gain
insight into the complexities of labeling, stigma, and the social
construction of deviance.



3. The Oxford Handbook of Criminology
This comprehensive handbook brings together leading scholars to provide an
authoritative overview of criminological theory, research, and practice. It
covers a wide range of topics, from classical theories to contemporary
debates in crime prevention and criminal justice policy. The book is widely
regarded as an essential reference for advanced students and researchers.

4. Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance
Authored by Howard S. Becker, this classic work explores the labeling theory
and its implications for understanding deviance. Becker argues that deviance
is not inherent in any act but is instead the result of social definitions
imposed by others. The book includes detailed case studies that illustrate
how societal reactions shape the identity and behavior of individuals labeled
as deviant.

5. Crime and Deviance: Essays and Innovation
This collection of essays addresses innovative approaches to studying crime
and deviance, integrating interdisciplinary perspectives. It challenges
traditional views by incorporating insights from cultural studies,
psychology, and political economy. The book encourages critical thinking
about the social construction of crime and the impact of power relations on
definitions of deviance.

6. Understanding Deviance: A Guide to the Sociological Perspective
This text introduces readers to the sociological theories and research on
deviance, emphasizing the role of social context and cultural norms. It
covers key concepts such as strain theory, differential association, and
control theory, providing examples from various social settings. The book
also discusses policy implications and strategies for addressing deviant
behavior.

7. White-Collar Crime: The Essentials
Focusing on crimes committed by individuals in professional and business
contexts, this book highlights the nature, causes, and consequences of white-
collar crime. It examines the challenges of detection and prosecution, as
well as the social harms caused by such offenses. The author provides case
studies and discusses regulatory responses and prevention strategies.

8. Deviant Behavior
This book offers a thorough exploration of the types and theories of deviant
behavior, from juvenile delinquency to drug use and sexual deviance. It
emphasizes the interaction between individual actions and societal reactions,
exploring how norms evolve over time. The text is known for its accessible
writing style and balanced coverage of both classic and contemporary
research.

9. Critical Criminology: An Introduction
This introductory text examines criminology from a critical perspective,
highlighting issues of power, inequality, and social justice. It critiques
traditional criminological theories for their focus on individual pathology
and instead emphasizes structural factors such as class, race, and gender.



The book advocates for transformative approaches to crime prevention and
criminal justice reform.
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profiles that help readers differentiate each theory and its major propositions by better
understanding how, when, and by whom the theory was formed. Criminology is based on strong
theoretical foundations that attempt to answer the question of why people commit crime.
Criminological theory is especially complex in that theorists come from a variety of disciplines
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theorist’s works, nor an in-depth review of the empirical work that has been done on each theory,
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