sociology of deviance

sociology of deviance is a critical area of study within the social sciences
that explores behaviors, actions, and conditions that violate societal norms.
It investigates how societies define deviance, the causes and consequences of
deviant behavior, and the social reactions to it. This field encompasses a
wide range of phenomena, from criminal acts to nonconformist lifestyles, and
examines the role of social control mechanisms in regulating behavior.
Understanding the sociology of deviance sheds light on the complex interplay
between individual agency and social structure, as well as the ways in which
power and inequality influence definitions of deviance. This article delves
into the fundamental concepts, major theories, types of deviance, and
contemporary issues related to deviant behavior. The discussion will also
cover the sociological perspectives that provide insight into how deviance 1is
constructed and managed across different cultural and social contexts.
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Understanding the Concept of Deviance

The sociology of deviance begins with the fundamental question: What
constitutes deviance? Deviance refers to behaviors or actions that violate
established social norms, which can be formal laws or informal cultural
expectations. Importantly, what is considered deviant varies across
societies, historical periods, and social groups, indicating that deviance is
a social construct rather than an inherent quality of any act.

Social Norms and Deviance

Social norms are the unwritten rules and expectations that guide behavior
within a community or society. These norms range from everyday etiquette to
legal regulations. Deviance occurs when individuals or groups act in ways
that deviate from these norms. The sociology of deviance emphasizes that
norms are context-dependent, and thus, deviant behavior in one setting might
be acceptable in another.



Relativity of Deviance

Deviance is relative, meaning that it depends on the social context in which
behavior occurs. For example, certain acts considered deviant in one culture
may be normative in another. This relativity highlights the importance of
examining the cultural, historical, and situational factors that shape
definitions of deviance.

Theories Explaining Deviance

Various sociological theories have been developed to explain why deviance
occurs and how it is maintained within societies. These theories provide
frameworks for understanding the causes of deviant behavior and the social
processes involved.

Structural Functionalism

From a structural functionalist perspective, deviance serves important
functions for society, such as clarifying moral boundaries, promoting social
cohesion, and encouraging social change. Emile Durkheim, a key figure, argued
that deviance is inevitable and necessary, as it helps societies define
acceptable behavior.

Strain Theory

Robert K. Merton’s strain theory posits that deviance arises when there is a
disjunction between culturally prescribed goals and the legitimate means to
achieve them. When individuals are unable to reach societal goals through
accepted channels, they may resort to deviant methods.

Labeling Theory

Labeling theory focuses on the social reactions to deviance rather than the
deviant act itself. It suggests that deviance is created through the process
of labeling individuals as deviant by others, which can lead to a self-
fulfilling prophecy and reinforce deviant identity.

Conflict Theory

Conflict theory views deviance as a result of social inequality and power
differentials. It argues that those in power define what is deviant in ways
that protect their interests, often criminalizing the behaviors of
marginalized groups while overlooking similar behaviors by the elite.



Types of Deviant Behavior

The sociology of deviance categorizes deviant behavior into various types
based on the nature of the act and societal reaction. These categories help
in understanding the complexity and diversity of deviance.

Criminal Deviance

Criminal deviance involves violations of formal laws and is subject to legal
sanctions. Examples include theft, assault, and drug offenses. This type of
deviance is often the focus of criminal justice systems and policies.

Noncriminal Deviance

Noncriminal deviance encompasses behaviors that violate social norms but do
not break laws. Examples include unconventional hairstyles, body
modifications, or unorthodox religious practices. Such behaviors may provoke
social disapproval without legal consequences.

Positive Deviance

Positive deviance refers to behaviors that depart from the norm in honorable
or beneficial ways. These behaviors often lead to social innovation or
improvement. For example, individuals who resist peer pressure to engage in
harmful practices may be considered positively deviant.

Secondary Deviance

Secondary deviance occurs when an individual accepts a deviant label and
continues the behavior, often as a response to societal reactions. This
concept is central to labeling theory and demonstrates the long-term impacts
of social labeling.

Social Control and Deviance

Social control mechanisms are processes and strategies that societies use to
regulate behavior and enforce conformity to norms. These controls play a
crucial role in managing deviance and maintaining social order.

Formal Social Control

Formal social control involves official rules and laws enforced by
institutions such as the police, courts, and correctional systems. It



includes legal sanctions like fines, imprisonment, and probation aimed at
deterring deviant behavior.

Informal Social Control

Informal social control consists of unofficial sanctions imposed by social
groups, such as family, peers, and community members. These may include
ridicule, ostracism, or praise, which influence individuals to conform to
social norms.

Mechanisms of Social Control

Common mechanisms include:

e Surveillance and monitoring
e Reward and punishment systems
e Socialization processes

e Legitimization of authority

Contemporary Issues in the Sociology of
Deviance

The sociology of deviance continues to evolve as new forms of deviance emerge
and social attitudes shift. Contemporary issues reflect changes in
technology, globalization, and cultural diversity.

Cyber Deviance

With the rise of the internet and digital technologies, cyber deviance has
become a prominent area of study. This includes behaviors such as hacking,
online harassment, and digital piracy, which challenge traditional forms of
social control.

Deviance and Globalization

Globalization has facilitated the spread of deviant behaviors across borders,
complicating efforts to regulate them. Transnational crimes like human
trafficking and drug smuggling require international cooperation and new
sociological approaches.



Changing Norms and Moral Panics

Social norms continuously evolve, leading to shifts in what is considered
deviant. At times, societies experience moral panics—intense public reactions
to perceived threats from deviance—which influence policy and social
attitudes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the sociology of deviance?

The sociology of deviance is the study of behaviors, beliefs, or conditions
that violate social norms and how society responds to these violations.

How do sociologists define deviance?

Sociologists define deviance as any behavior, belief, or characteristic that
is perceived to violate societal norms or expectations.

What are some major theories in the sociology of
deviance?

Major theories include strain theory, labeling theory, differential
association theory, and control theory, each explaining deviance from
different sociological perspectives.

What role does labeling theory play in understanding
deviance?

Labeling theory suggests that deviance is not inherent in an act but results
from society labeling certain behaviors as deviant, which can influence
individuals to adopt deviant identities.

How does strain theory explain deviant behavior?

Strain theory posits that deviance occurs when there is a disconnect between
societal goals and the means available to achieve them, leading individuals
to engage in deviant acts to fulfill those goals.

What is the difference between primary and secondary
deviance?

Primary deviance refers to initial acts of rule-breaking that do not affect
an individual's self-identity, while secondary deviance occurs when a person
internalizes a deviant label and continues the behavior.



How do social norms influence deviant behavior?

Social norms define acceptable behavior; when individuals violate these
norms, their actions are considered deviant, and societal reactions help
enforce conformity.

Can deviance be positive or functional for society?

Yes, deviance can be functional by challenging outdated norms, promoting
social change, and clarifying societal values and boundaries.

Additional Resources

1. Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance

This classic work by Howard S. Becker explores how society labels certain
behaviors and individuals as deviant. Becker argues that deviance is not
inherent in any act but is the result of social labeling processes. The book
provides foundational concepts for understanding the social construction of
deviance and the power dynamics involved. It challenges readers to rethink
the boundaries of normality and deviance within social groups.

2. Deviance and Social Control

Authored by Michelle Inderbitzin, Kristin A. Bates, and Randy R. Gainey, this
text offers a comprehensive overview of theories and research related to
deviance and social control mechanisms. It examines various forms of
deviance, from crime to everyday rule-breaking, and discusses how societies
enforce norms. The book also addresses contemporary issues such as cyber
deviance and the role of the criminal justice system.

3. The Social Construction of Deviance: A Reader

This anthology compiles influential essays that analyze deviance through the
lens of social constructionism. Editors Thomas J. Scheff and Robert W. Fuller
present diverse perspectives on how societal reactions, power relations, and
cultural contexts shape what is considered deviant. The collection serves as
a valuable resource for understanding the complexities of labeling and moral
entrepreneurship.

4. Crime and Deviance in the Modern World

This book explores the relationship between modern societal changes and
patterns of crime and deviance. It addresses issues such as globalization,
technology, and social inequality, highlighting their impact on deviant
behavior. The author integrates empirical research with theoretical insights
to explain contemporary trends in deviance and social control.

5. Deviant Behavior

Frank E. Hagan’s widely used textbook provides an in-depth examination of
deviant behavior from multiple sociological perspectives. It covers theories
ranging from structural functionalism to symbolic interactionism, offering a
balanced view of the subject. The book also includes case studies and



discussions on policy implications related to deviance.

6. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity

Erving Goffman’s seminal work investigates how individuals cope with social
stigma associated with deviance. He introduces the concept of “spoiled
identity” and details strategies people use to manage and negotiate their
stigmatized status. The book remains influential in understanding the
personal and social dimensions of deviance.

7. Labeling Theory and Delinquency Policy: An Experimental Test

This book examines the practical implications of labeling theory on juvenile
delinquency interventions. The authors analyze whether labeling young
offenders as deviant exacerbates or mitigates future delinquent behavior. It
provides critical insights into policy design and the consequences of
stigmatization in the justice system.

8. The Deviant Mystique: Sociological Perspectives on Social Norms

This text delves into how social norms are established, maintained, and
challenged through deviance. It discusses the cultural and social functions
of deviance, including its role in social change. The author offers a nuanced
view of deviance as both a social problem and a catalyst for progress.

9. Understanding Deviance: A Guide to the Sociology of Crime and Rule-
Breaking

This introductory book by Stephen E. Brown, Finn-Aage Esbensen, and Gilbert
Geis provides an accessible overview of theories and types of deviance. It
discusses the social context of crime, the role of power, and the impact of
social institutions on defining deviance. The book is ideal for students new
to the sociology of deviance and criminology.
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sociology of deviance: Deviant Behavior Delos H. Kelly, Edward ]J. Clarke, 2002-05-31 Through
a series of 45 carefully selected readings (20 new to this edition), Deviant Behavior explores the
ramifications of deviance for both the individual and society, examining the responses of society to
deviant behavior and the reasons why certain people violate the social norm. Overall, the text probes
the establishment and maintenance of deviant categories; the motivations behind deviant behavior;
the formal and informal labelling of individuals and particular segments of society as deviant; the
effects of institutionalization; the efforts of those considered deviant to shake the label; and the way
deviant categories and structures can be altered.

sociology of deviance: The Sociology of Deviance Robert J. Franzese, 2015-08-11 This timely
second edition remains essentially the same in overall organization and chapter layout and titles.
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New to the book is updated data and facts from empirical research and government and agency
reports. Some information in some chapters was retained from the first edition if it was deemed still
relevant and interesting. The definition of deviance has been modified to be more in line with
standard understandings of the term which frequently describe deviance as violations of social
norms. The word “differences” remains part of the definition and implies differences in attitudes,
lifestyles, values, and choices that exist among individuals and groups in society. The concept of
deviance is no longer treated as a label in itself, also placing the definition of the term more in
alignment with its standard usage. The title of the book remains the same and “tradition” still
implies the book covers areas that have long been addressed in deviance texts such as addictions,
crime, and sexual behaviors, to name a few. The term “stigma” is retained for two reasons: it is in
honor of Erving Goffman, a giant in the discipline of sociology who offered much to the study of
differences, and it is used to accentuate the importance of societal reaction in a heterogeneous
society. In this updated edition, every attempt has been made to respond to input from colleagues
and students concerning text content and writing style. Chapters still include “In Recognition” or
comments that honor scholars whose research and professional interests are related to the chapters
under study. Effective case studies are again included in the chapters. Considerable effort went into
decisions of what was to be added, changed, maintained, and deleted from the first edition, resulting
in meaningful modifications throughout the book.

sociology of deviance: Encyclopedia of Social Deviance Craig ]J. Forsyth, Heith Copes,
2014-01-21 Social deviance does not involve just criminal behavior—it’s any behavior that violates a
cultural norm, and that can involve something as minor as consistently and deliberately wearing
lively mismatched socks. Moreover, whether a crime, a sin, or simply unique taste, what’s
considered deviant at one time and place can change, as when extensive tattooing and body art
evolved from a sideshow carnival spectacle to a nearly universal rite of passage within U.S. culture.
Drawing contributions from across the social and behavioral sciences, including sociology,
anthropology, criminology, politics, psychology, and religion, the Encyclopedia of Social Deviance
introduces students to this lively field of rule-making and rebellion that strikes at the core of what it
means to be an individual living in a social world. Key Features: More than 300 articles are
organized A-to-Z in two volumes available in both electronic and print formats. Articles, authored by
key figures in the field, conclude with cross-reference links and further readings. Although
organized A-to-Z, a thematic “Reader’s Guide” groups related articles by broad areas (e.g.,
Concepts; Theories; Research Methodologies; Individual Deviance; Organizational Deviance; etc.) as
one handy search feature on the e-Reference platform, which also includes a comprehensive index of
search terms.

sociology of deviance: Perspectives on Deviance Allen E. Liska, 1987 This volume examines
the theory, research, and social policy implications of six major sociological perspectives rather than
types of deviant behavior.

sociology of deviance: Contexts of Deviance ]J. William Spencer, 2014-09-12 While most
readers focus more on deviance than sociology, Contexts of Deviance: Statuses, Institutions, and
Interactions brings sociology front and center by examining deviance and social control in their
social contexts. This fresh and innovative anthology shows students how deviance and control can be
studied at different levels of analysis and from a range of theoretical approaches using different
methodologies. The collection is divided into six parts: theory, social control, statuses and identities,
institutions, subcultures, and social movements. The readings range from classic to contemporary
pieces, from macro-level studies to studies of face-to-face encounters. Contexts of Deviance also
represents a wide range of theoretical traditions--from functionalist and critical to post-modern and
interactionist. Introductions in each section help students to understand what it means to study
deviance and control in a social context, to appreciate research questions at different levels of
analysis, and to recognize how a positivist orientation is different from a subjectivist orientation. An
instructor's manual and test bank prepared by Thomas N. Ratliff (Arkansas State University), Jessica
Middleton (University of California at Irvine), and Ashley Swan (Arkansas State University) are



available for qualified instructors.

sociology of deviance: Understanding Deviance David M. Downes, Paul Elliott Rock, 2011
'‘Understanding Deviance' provides an indispensable guide to the major themes and theories which
have come to form the sociology of crime and deviance, from their origins in the research of the
University of Chicago sociology department in the 1920s to the most recent work in cultural
criminology.

sociology of deviance: Deviance and Social Control Michelle Inderbitzin, Kristin A. Bates,
Randy R. Gainey, 2016-06-20 Deviance and Social Control: A Sociological Perspective, Second
Edition serves as a guide to students delving into the fascinating world of deviance for the first time.
Authors Michelle Inderbitzin, Kristin A. Bates, and Randy Gainey offer a clear overview of issues and
perspectives in the field, including introductions to classic and current sociological theories as well
as research on definitions and causes of deviance and reactions to deviant behavior. The unique
text/reader format provides the best of both worlds, offering both substantial original chapters that
clearly explain and outline the sociological perspectives on deviance, along with carefully selected
articles on deviance and social control taken directly from leading academic journals and books. The
Second Edition features updated research, examples of specific forms of deviance, and discussions
of policy, as well as a new chapter and readings on global perspectives on deviance and social
control.

sociology of deviance: Deviance Leon Anderson, 2024-04-15 Deviance: Social Constructions
and Blurred Boundaries is designed for courses on social deviance that take a strong sociological
perspective. The book draws on up-to-date scholarship across a wide spectrum of deviance
categories, providing a symbolic interactionist analysis of the deviance process. The book addresses
positivistic theories of deviant behavior within a description of the deviance process that
encompasses the work of deviance claims-makers, rule-breakers, and social control agents. Students
are introduced to the sociology of deviance and learn to analyze several kinds of criminal deviance
that involve unwilling victims-such as murder, rape, street-level property crime, and white-collar
crime. Students also learn to examine several categories of lifestyle and status deviance and develop
skills for critical analysis of criminal justice and social policies. Overall, students gain an
understanding of the sociology of deviance through cross-cultural comparisons, historical overview
of deviance in the U.S., and up-close analysis of the lived experience of those who are labeled
deviant as well as responses to them in the U.S. today

sociology of deviance: Social Deviance Stuart Henry, 2009-10-05 This engaging introduction
explores the meaning of social deviancein contemporary society, from criminal activity to
alternativelifestyle choices. Stuart Henry traces the path by which we createdeviance: how we single
out behavior and appearances that differfrom the ‘norm’, label them as offensive orunacceptable,
and condemn them. It explains what kinds of behaviorsare banned and who bans them, as well as
exposing the importantpolitical influences on the social codes that lead to somepeople’s behavior
being sanctioned and others’ beingcelebrated. Ultimately Social Deviance reveals theunderlying
process by which some people get sucked into deviantlifestyles from which there appears to be no
escape, highlightingthe central role of social stigma on a person’s identity. At its core this book looks
at who becomes deviant and why. Itdelves into the multiple motives that cause rule breakers to
behavebadly, at least in the eyes of those they offend, and it revealsthe way deviants think about
their actions, their moral identityand their fellow moral outcasts.

sociology of deviance: Outsiders Howard Saul Becker, 1966 Refers specifically to marijuana
smokers and dance band musicians.

sociology of deviance: Deviance, the Interactionist Perspective Earl Rubington, Martin S.
Weinberg, 1978

sociology of deviance: The Generality of Deviance Travis Hirschi, 2018-01-16 First
Published in 2018. The Generality of Deviance advances the idea that all forms of deviant, criminal,
reckless, and sinful behavior have one thing in common: the tendency to pursue immediate benefits
without concern for long-term costs. The editors argue, and the contributors confirm, that such



disparate behaviors as smoking, auto accidents, burglary, and rape are similar in that they all
involve disregard for their inevitable consequences: poor health, injury, loss of freedom, shame, or
disrepute. The chapters here show how various forms of deviance relate to one another and can be
explained by a common theory involving self-management.The editors illustrate how the idea of
self-control challenges the psychological concept of aggression and provides a more useful
alternative for understanding deviant behavior. They also apply the theory to the family, showing
how this institution is central to crime control. Other contributors bring fresh perspectives to a
variety of topics: the uncanny similarities between victims of car accidents and perpetrators of
crime; the connection between drugs and crime; feminist explanations of rape; gender differences in
crime rates; drunk drivers among high school students; and the progression of a delinquent's life
from adolescence to adulthood.In short, this book makes a convincing case that it is a waste of
intellectual effort and public funds to treat different forms of crime and deviant behavior as distinct
problems. Studied collectively, various crimes may be seen to have the same causes and, hence, one
cure. The Generality of Deviance will be a significant and provocative addition to the libraries of
criminolegists, psychologists, and sociologists, those attempting to solve as well as to identify
problems.

sociology of deviance: Theoretical Approaches to Deviance Charles E. Frazier, 1976

sociology of deviance: Deviants and Deviance Edward Sagarin, 1975

sociology of deviance: The Relativity of Deviance John Curra, 2016-01-25 This engaging and
informative book, by award-winning sociologist and criminologist John Curra, offers a valuable
perspective on attitudes and behaviors labeled as deviant. The Relativity of Deviance, Fourth
Edition, explores the meanings and constructions of social deviance and social reactions to it, he
answers such questions as: What is deviance? What comprises deviant behavior? How are deviants
treated? How is deviance socially constructed and socially sustained? Why is the same attitude,
behavior, or condition praised in one situation and condemned in another? Through insightful and
thought-provoking examples and informed accounts, the author illustrates that deviance cannot be
explained or understood in terms of absolutes or essential characteristics nor can it be explained or
understood apart from its social setting. This book approaches sex, violence, theft, drugs, suicide,
rape, and mental disorders in a way that shows the critical role of sociocultural factors and social
reactions in constructions of deviance and crime.

sociology of deviance: Sociological Constructions of Deviance Nanette ]J. Davis, 1980

sociology of deviance: The Sociology of Deviance Colin Sumner, 1994 Documents the field of
sociology of deviance from its conception to its coming of age in late 1930s sociology. The text
examines the heyday of the field as a popular science and critique of social control in the 1960s, and
analyzes its death at the hands of the post-1968 critics.

sociology of deviance: Deviant Behaviour Clifton D. Bryant, 2014-09-03 A comprehensive set
of readings examining the full range of concerns in the field of deviant behaviour. All the selections
are relatively recent and have not appeared in other anthologies.

sociology of deviance: The Deviance Process Erdwin H. Pfuhl, Stuart Henry, Like earlier
editions of The Deviance Process, the purpose of this thoroughly revised and updated text is to offer
students a perspective for studying deviance that will help them make sense of their everyday lives.
The perspective used by Pfuhl and Henry is identified early as social constructionist, one that
includes elements of interactionist and phenomenological sociology. Unlike the numerous texts that
view deviance as the essence of things, independent of the mind of the observer, the authors
perceive deviance, and its opposite, normality, as impermanent, human creations resulting from
people interacting with one another. Such a view regards deviance as the outcome of the
antagonisms, contradictions, and conflicts in society. It pays serious attention to people's
explanations for their actions, to the creation of moral meanings, and to the labeling, stigmatizing,
and banning of one or another kind of behavior. Pfuhl and Henry's perspective requires that
deviance be studied, at least in part, in political terms, i.e., as a fundamental part of the business of
making and enforcing public rules, as an outgrowth of social policy. Above all, it requires that




deviance be understood not as a static element, but as a sequential process, a series of events and
actions occurring over time.

sociology of deviance: Sociology of Deviant Behavior Marshall B. Clinard, Robert F. Meier,
2015-01-01 SOCIOLOGY OF DEVIANT BEHAVIOR has been the market-leading
deviance/criminology textbook for more than 40 years by combining timely research findings and
updated data with solid sociological analysis. Designed to appeal to today's students, the fifteenth
edition examines such relevant and timely topics as justified deviance (e.g., terrorism); corporate
crime and mistakes, such as the General Motors ignition problem; the changing moral landscape
regarding gay marriage and marijuana use; the importance of social media in facilitating deviant
acts; political crime, including electoral crime; and cultural and social reactions to deviance.
Learning aids-such as chapter outlines, bolded key terms, discussion questions, and a
glossary-support students' study and review. Important Notice: Media content referenced within the
product description or the product text may not be available in the ebook version.
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