SOCIOLOGY THEORIES OF DEVIANCE

SoCIOLOGY THEORIES OF DEVIANCE PROVIDE A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIORS THAT DIVERGE FROM SOCIETAL
NORMS. DEVIANCE IS NOT INHERENTLY NEGATIVE, IT CAN ENCOMPASS ACTIONS THAT ARE CONSIDERED CRIMINAL AS WELL AS
BEHAVIORS THAT MAY BE SOCIALLY ACCEPTABLE IN SPECIFIC CONTEXTS. THIS COMPLEXITY MAKES THE STUDY OF DEVIANCE A
CRITICAL COMPONENT OF SOCIOLOGY. V ARIOUS THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES HAVE EMERGED TO EXPLAIN WHY DEVIANCE
OCCURS, HOW IT IS DEFINED, AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIETY. THIS ARTICLE WILL EXPLORE THE MAJOR THEORIES OF
DEVIANCE, INCLUDING STRAIN THEORY, LABELING THEORY, SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY, DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION THEORY, AND
CONFLICT THEORY.

UNDERSTANDING DEVIANCE

DEVIANCE IS TYPICALLY DEFINED AS BEHAVIOR THAT VIOLATES SOCIETAL NORMS OR EXPECTATIONS. THESE NORMS CAN BE
FORMAL, SUCH AS LAWS, OR INFORMAL, SUCH AS SOCIAL CUSTOMS. |MPORTANTLY, DEVIANCE IS CONTEXT-DEPENDENT, WHAT
MAY BE CONSIDERED DEVIANT IN ONE CULTURE OR TIME PERIOD MAY BE ACCEPTED IN ANOTHER. THIS FLUIDITY LEADS
SOCIOLOGISTS TO ASK SEVERAL CRITICAL QUESTIONS:

1. WHAT CAUSES INDIVIDUALS TO ENGAGE IN DEVIANT BEHAVIOR?
2. How DO SOCIETIES RESPOND TO DEVIANCE?
3. WHAT ROLE DO SOCIAL STRUCTURES PLAY IN DEFINING DEVIANCE?

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON DEVIANCE

STRAIN THEORY

STRAIN THEORY, DEVELOPED BY RoBerT K. MERTON, POSITS THAT DEVIANCE ARISES WHEN THERE IS A DISCONNECT BETWEEN
SOCIETAL GOALS AND THE MEANS AVAILABLE TO ACHIEVE THEM. IN A SOCIETY THAT VALUES SUCCESS, NOT EVERYONE HAS
EQUAL ACCESS TO LEGITIMATE MEANS, LEADING TO STRAIN.

- Key CoNCEPTS:

- CULTURAL GoALS: OBJECTIVES THAT SOCIETY ENCOURAGES INDIVIDUALS TO ACHIEVE, SUCH AS WEALTH OR SUCCESS.
- INSTITUTIONAL MEANS: THE LEGITIMATE METHODS THROUGH WHICH INDIVIDUALS CAN ACHIEVE THESE GOALS, SUCH AS
EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT.

MERTON IDENTIFIED FIVE MODES OF INDIVIDUAL ADAPTATION TO STRAIN:

1. CONFORMITY: ADHERING TO SOCIETAL NORMS AND PURSUING GOALS THROUGH ACCEPTED MEANS.

2. INNOVATION: ACCEPTING SOCIETAL GOALS BUT USING UNAPPROVED MEANS TO ACHIEVE THEM (E.G., THEFT, FRAUD).

3. RITUALISM: ABANDONING THE GOALS BUT RIGIDLY ADHERING TO THE MEANS (E.G., A WORKER WHO DOES THEIR JOB WITHOUT
ANY AMBITION).

4. RETREATISM: REJECTING BOTH SOCIETAL GOALS AND MEANS (E.G., DRUG ADDICTS OR HOMELESS INDIVIDUALS).

5. ReeLLION: CHALLENGING BOTH EXISTING SOCIETAL GOALS AND MEANS, ADVOCATING FOR NEW ONES (E.G., ACTIVISTS).

LABELING THEORY

L ABELING THEORY, ASSOCIATED WITH SOCIOLOGISTS LIKE How ARD BECKER, EMPHASIZES THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SOCIETAL
REACTIONS TO DEVIANCE. ACCORDING TO THIS PERSPECTIVE, DEVIANCE IS NOT INHERENT IN AN ACT BUT IS A LABEL ASSIGNED BY
SOCIETY.



- Key CoNcCEPTS:
- PrIMARY DEVIANCE: INITIAL ACT OF RULE-BREAKING THAT MAY NOT RESULT IN A LABEL OF DEVIANCE.
- SECONDARY DEVIANCE: SUBSEQUENT ACTS OF DEVIANCE THAT OCCUR AFTER AN INDIVIDUAL HAS BEEN LABELED AS DEVIANT.

THE IMPLICATIONS OF LABELING CAN BE PROFOUND, LEADING TO A SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY \WHERE INDIVIDUALS INTERNALIZE
THE DEVIANT LABEL AND CONTINUE TO ENGAGE IN DEVIANT BEHAVIOR. THE STIGMATIZATION THAT COMES WITH BEING LABELED
CAN ALSO LIMIT OPPORTUNITIES FOR REINTEGRATION INTO SOCIETY.

SociaL CoNTrRoL THEORY

SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY, PRIMARILY DEVELOPED BY TrAVIS HIRSCHI, FOCUSES ON THE MECHANISMS THAT SOCIETY EMPLOYS
TO REGULATE BEHAVIOR AND MAINTAIN CONFORMITY. THIS THEORY SUGGESTS THAT STRONG SOCIAL BONDS TO FAMILY,
FRIENDS, AND INSTITUTIONS DISCOURAGE DEVIANCE.

- Key CoNCEPTS:

- ATTACHMENT: EMOTIONAL TIES TO OTHERS, WHICH FOSTER CONFORMITY.

- COMMITMENT: INVESTMENT IN CONVENTIONAL ACTIVITIES, SUCH AS EDUCATION AND CAREER.

- INVOLVEMENT: PARTICIPATION IN CONVENTIONAL ACTIVITIES THAT LEAVE LITTLE TIME FOR DEVIANCE.
- BELIEF: ACCEPTANCE OF SOCIAL NORMS AND VALUES.

ACCORDING TO HIRSCHI, WHEN THESE BONDS ARE WEAK OR BROKEN, INDIVIDUALS ARE MORE LIKELY TO ENGAGE IN DEVIANT
BEHAVIORS. THUS, FOSTERING STRONG SOCIAL TIES CAN BE CRUCIAL IN PREVENTING DEVIANCE.

DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION THEORY

DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION THEORY, PROPOSED BY Ebwin SUTHERLAND, ASSERTS THAT DEVIANCE IS LEARNED THROUGH
INTERACTIONS WITH OTHERS. THIS THEORY EMPHASIZES THAT INDIVIDUALS LEARN THE VALUES, NORMS, AND TECHNIQUES OF
DEVIANCE FROM THOSE AROUND THEM.

- Key CONCEPTS:

- INTIMATE GROUPS: THE PRIMARY CONTEXT IN WHICH DEVIANT BEHAVIORS ARE LEARNED, SUCH AS FAMILY AND FRIENDS.

- FREQUENCY, DURATION, PRIORITY, AND INTENSITY: FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE HOW MUCH DEVIANT BEHAVIOR IS LEARNED
THROUGH ASSOCIATIONS.

THIS THEORY HIGHLIGHTS THE ROLE OF SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT IN SHAPING BEHAVIOR AND SUGGESTS THAT CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR IS
NOT AN INHERENT TRAIT BUT A LEARNED ONE.

CoNFLICT THEORY

CoNFLICT THEORY, ROOTED IN THE WORKS OF KARL MARX, VIEWS DEVIANCE AS A RESULT OF SOCIAL CONFLICT AND
INEQUALITY. THIS PERSPECTIVE ARGUES THAT THOSE IN POWER DEFINE WHAT IS CONSIDERED DEVIANT AND USE THIS DEFINITION
TO MAINTAIN THEIR DOMINANCE.

- Key CONCEPTS:

- Power DYNAMICS: THE STRUGGLE BETWEEN DIFFERENT SOCIAL GROUPS, WHERE THOSE IN POWER CREATE LAWS AND NORMS
THAT REFLECT THEIR INTERESTS.

- SOCIAL INEQUALITY: THE IDEA THAT MARGINALIZED GROUPS ARE MORE LIKELY TO BE LABELED AS DEVIANT DUE TO THE
POWERLESSNESS THEY EXPERIENCE.

FROM THIS PERSPECTIVE, DEVIANCE CAN BE SEEN AS A FORM OF RESISTANCE AGAINST OPPRESSION OR AN ACT OF REBELLION
AGAINST AN UNJUST SYSTEM. THUS, CONFLICT THEORISTS ADVOCATE FOR EXAMINING THE BROADER SOCIAL STRUCTURES THAT
CONTRIBUTE TO DEVIANT BEHAVIOR.



IMPLICATIONS OF DEVIANCE

(UNDERSTANDING THE SOCIOLOGY THEORIES OF DEVIANCE HAS SIGNIFICANT IMPLICATIONS FOR BOTH INDIVIDUALS AND SOCIETY.

PoLicy AND INTERVENTION

- PREVENTION PROGRAMS: INSIGHTS FROM STRAIN THEORY AND SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY CAN INFORM PROGRAMS AIMED AT
STRENGTHENING COMMUNITY TIES AND PROVIDING RESOURCES TO AT-RISK POPULATIONS.

- REHABILITATION EFFORTS: LABELING THEORY SUGGESTS THE NEED FOR POLICIES THAT REDUCE STIGMATIZATION AND PROMOTE
REINTEGRATION OF FORMERLY DEVIANT INDIVIDUALS.

- CRIMINALJUSTICE ReFORM: CONFLICT THEORY HIGHLIGHTS THE NEED FOR REFORM IN THE LEGAL SYSTEM TO ADDRESS THE
BIASES THAT AFFECT MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES.

SoclAL CHANGE

DEVIANCE CAN ALSO SERVE AS A CATALYST FOR SOCIAL CHANGE. ACTS OF REBELLION OR NON-CONFORMITY CHALLENGE
EXISTING NORMS AND CAN LEAD TO SHIFTS IN SOCIETAL VALUES. FOR EXAMPLE, MOVEMENTS ADVOCATING FOR CIVIL RIGHTS OR
LGBTQ+ RIGHTS WERE INITIALLY CONSIDERED DEVIANT BUT ULTIMATELY RESHAPED SOCIETAL NORMS.

CONCLUSION

SOCIOLOGY THEORIES OF DEVIANCE PROVIDE A COMPREHENSIVE UNDERSTANDING OF WHY INDIVIDUALS ENGAGE IN BEHAVIORS
THAT DEVIATE FROM SOCIETAL NORMS. BY EXAMINING THE VARIOUS FRAMEWORKS—STRAIN THEORY, LABELING THEORY, SOCIAL
CONTROL THEORY, DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION THEORY, AND CONFLICT THEORY—SOCIOLOGISTS CAN UNCOVER THE
COMPLEXITIES OF DEVIANCE AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR INDIVIDUALS AND SOCIETY. UNDERSTANDING DEVIANCE HELPS CREATE
INFORMED POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS THAT ADDRESS THE ROOT CAUSES OF DEVIANT BEHAVIOR WHILE FOSTERING AN
INCLUSIVE SOCIETY THAT VALUES DIVERSE PERSPECTIVES AND EXPERIENCES. THE STUDY OF DEVIANCE REMAINS ESSENTIAL FOR
COMPREHENDING THE DYNAMIC INTERPLAY BETWEEN INDIVIDUALS AND THE SOCIETAL STRUCTURES THAT SHAPE BEHAVIOR.

FREQUENTLY AsSkeD QUESTIONS

WHAT IS THE MAIN PREMISE OF STRAIN THEORY IN SOCIOLOGY?

STRAIN THEORY POSITS THAT DEVIANCE OCCURS WHEN INDIVIDUALS ARE UNABLE TO ACHIEVE SOCIALLY APPROVED GOALS
THROUGH LEGITIMATE MEANS, LEADING THEM TO RESORT TO ALTERNATIVE, OFTEN DEVIANT, METHODS.

How DOES LABELING THEORY EXPLAIN DEVIANT BEHAVIOR?

L ABELING THEORY SUGGESTS THAT DEVIANCE IS NOT INHERENT IN AN ACT BUT IS INSTEAD THE RESULT OF SOCIETAL LABELS
APPLIED TO INDIVIDUALS, WHICH CAN LEAD TO A SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY WHERE THE LABELED INDIVIDUAL BECOMES MORE
LIKELY TO ENGAGE IN DEVIANT BEHAVIOR.

\WHAT ROLE DOES SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY PLAY IN UNDERSTANDING DEVIANCE?

SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY ARGUES THAT DEVIANCE OCCURS WHEN AN INDIVIDUAL'S BONDS TO SOCIETY ARE \WEAKENED,
SUGGESTING THAT STRONGER TIES TO FAMILY, COMMUNITY, AND SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS CAN PREVENT DEVIANT BEHAVIOR.



CAN YOU EXPLAIN THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN PRIMARY AND SECONDARY DEVIANCEP

PRIMARY DEVIANCE REFERS TO INITIAL ACTS OF RULE-BREAKING THAT MAY GO UNNOTICED OR UNPUNISHED, WHILE SECONDARY
DEVIANCE OCCURS WHEN A PERSON INTERNALIZES THE LABEL OF ‘DEVIANT’ AND CONTINUES TO ENGAGE IN DEVIANT BEHAVIOR AS
A RESULT.

\WHAT IS THE CONCEPT OF DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION IN RELATION TO DEVIANCE?

DIFFERENTIAL ASSOCIATION THEORY POSITS THAT DEVIANT BEHAVIOR IS LEARNED THROUGH INTERACTION WITH OTHERS, WHERE
INDIVIDUALS ADOPT THE NORMS AND VALUES OF THE GROUPS THEY ASSOCIATE WITH, LEADING TO THE POTENTIAL FOR
DEVIANCE.

How DOES CONFLICT THEORY VIEW DEVIANCE?

CONFLICT THEORY VIEWS DEVIANCE AS A RESULT OF SOCIAL INEQUALITIES AND POWER DYNAMICS, SUGGESTING THAT LAWS
AND NORMS ARE CREATED BY THOSE IN POWER TO MAINTAIN THEIR STATUS AND CONTROL OVER MARGINALIZED GROUPS.

W/HAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM IN UNDERSTANDING
DEVIANCE?

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM EMPHASIZES THAT DEVIANCE IS DEFINED THROUGH SOCIAL PROCESSES AND INTERACTIONS, MEANING
THAT WHAT IS CONSIDERED DEVIANT CAN VARY SIGNIFICANTLY ACROSS DIFFERENT CULTURES AND CONTEXTS.

How DOES FEMINIST THEORY CONTRIBUTE TO THE SOCIOLOGY OF DEVIANCE?

FEMINIST THEORY EXPANDS THE UNDERSTANDING OF DEVIANCE BY EXAMINING HOW GENDER INEQUALITIES SHAPE DEVIANT
BEHAVIOR AND THE SOCIETAL RESPONSES TO IT, OFTEN HIGHLIGHTING ISSUES SUCH AS THE CRIMINALIZATION OF WOMEN'S
BEHAVIOR AND THE IMPACT OF PATRIARCHY ON DEFINITIONS OF DEVIANCE.
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