Deviance

I.  Deviance: A General Definition

Deviance is behavior that some people in society find offensive and which excites, or would excite, if it were discovered, disapproval, punishment, condemnation, or hostility. Deviance is behavior that is likely to get you into trouble. Deviant behavior is outside the bounds of the group or society.
Many times during a day we disagree with people, but we don't usually label those we disagree with as deviant. Deviance is not simply behavior. It involves a moral judgment. Deviance involves a judgment made by somebody. Actually, any act can be defined as deviant.
II.  Deviance: A Relative Term

A.  It's not possible to isolate certain acts and find them universally condemned 

by all societies as deviant acts (Not even murder or incest). Even within a given 

society, behavior defined as deviant continually undergoes redefinition.

B. Deviance, furthermore, is relative to time and place. It is not possible to find

something that is absolutely condemned by all societies. Behavior that is deviant in one society may not be in another. Even within one society, what is deviant today may not be deviant tomorrow.

C. Three examples that highlight the relative nature of deviance are provided 

below:

1.  Is Killing Wrong?


Usually it is. But, is murder wrong when it is done in self-defense or in 


warfare? Vietnam veterans were taught to be efficient killers for war, but 


could not control themselves when reintroduced into civilian life.

2.  The Case of Nelson Mandela:


For years, the ruling party in South Africa viewed him as a "dangerous 


political deviant." To most South Africans, those who are Black, Mandela is 


a revered leader of the freedom movement

3.  Is Robin Hood a Deviant?


The social status of a bandit, particularly one whose activities have political 


overtones, is ambiguous. To those who are being robbed, as the bandit 


gains status (and wealth and power), the bandit is seen as even more 


deviant. To the poor, however, bandits are sometimes seen as rebels who 


reject the normal roles that poor people are expected to play. Through their 


bandit activities, people like Robin Hood are able to display courage, 


cunning, and determination.


D.  Examples of Relative Definitions of Deviance:


1.  Social Class Context:



If a poor woman shoplifts a roast, people call her a common criminal. On 



the other hand, if a rich woman steals a roast, her deviant status is 



kleptomaniac -- a form of mental illness.


2.  Sexual Context:



If a woman is sexually promiscuous, she might find herself labeled as a 



tramp or sleazy, while a man is a stud, cool, etc.


3.  Professionalism vs. Domestic Context:



A man may be punctual and obedient during the week while he is at work, 



but on Saturday afternoon he raises hell while watching the afternoon 



football game. Both behaviors, while appearing contradictory, are "normal" 



in their respective contexts. But, if he took Saturday's behavior to the office 



he would find himself labeled as strange and he might even get fired. On 



the other hand, passive behavior at a Saturday afternoon football game 



would be considered a social drag and his peers would not want to watch 



football with him anymore.


4. Cultural Context:



Abstinence for two years after marriage in the West would be viewed as 



weird and grounds for annulment. Such behavior is, however, required for 



newlyweds in the Dani Tribe of New Guinea. Sexual activity for the Dani 



before two years would be viewed as sexual deviance.


5.  Time Context:



People used to be burned at the stake for engaging in behavior that most 



twentieth-century people see as normal.

Functionalism and Deviance

I.  Background Functionalist theories focus on the preservation of social order. 


Deviance helps maintain social cohesion and the collective conscious.
II.  Deviance Contributes to Social Order:

Deviance is important in society as a tool for boundary maintenance. The media, 


who reports on deviance and the accompanying punishment, serve to educate 


the public by restating society's rules. Punishing violators reaffirms the rightness 


of society and its rules.

III.  Deviance Contributes to Social Change:


A.  Deviance is an important element of social change because it offers 


alternative definitions to what is right. Sometimes the alternative becomes 


acceptable and it may even become the dominant view.
B.  Much of the civil and human rights legislation, as well as public sentiment, have been influenced by the behavior of those whose actions were originally judged to be in violation of the law or accepted moral convention. For civil rights, deviant behavior called attention to inadequacies in the existing system of race relations. Today's crime may be tomorrow's accepted behavior.
IV.  Anomie or Strain Theory: 

A. Anomie or Strain Theory contends that social structure puts varying degrees 


of stress on individuals in society. In order to cope with the stress individuals will 


begin to purse unconventional means to relieve that stress. In essence, deviance 


(unconventional means) arises from purely conventional sources.


B.  Individuals Respond to Strain:



1.  Conformity: The individual conforms to the dominant culture. Here the 



individual experiences no problem in terms of goals and the means that 



society provides to achieve those goals. There is, therefore, no need to 



engage in deviance to obtain goals deemed worthy by society.



2.  Innovation - Innovators are people who accept the goals of society. For 



some reason, like poverty, they cannot achieve societies' goals by 



legitimate means. They have to use illegitimate means such as stealing.



3.  Ritualism - People who ritualize have similar problems that the innovator 



experiences, but for ritualists the individual rejects the goals, but accepts 



the means. The individual may, for example, choose to work hard knowing 



that he or she is not going to achieve the goals that society defines as 



worthy because they do not get paid enough.  Example: Unmotivated 



basketball player



4.  Retreatism - People who are retreatists reject both the means and goals 



of society. Drug addicts and vagrants are examples of people who retreat.

5. Rebellion - The individual rejects the culture (values, goals, norms). 



These individuals pursue alternative cultures. Included in this group are 



revolutionaries and some gangs.

V.  The Conflict Theory:


A.  Strong bonds exist between individuals and other significant people in their 

Lives.  We behave as the group wants so we will not lose their respect.

B.  If a bond is weak than deviance can occur.

C.  Four Basic Elements that Create Strong Social Bonds:


1.  Attachment


2.  Commitment


3.  Involvement


4.  Belief

Symbolic Interactionism and Deviance

I.  Differential Association: Priority and Intensity:


A.  Priority

The earlier in life that one is exposed to deviant attitudes, the 

greater the chance the individual will learn and internalize those attitudes.

B.  Intensity 
The more one associates with deviants, the greater the chance the individual will develop deviant attitudes and skills.
II.  Labeling Theory:
Society creates deviance by labeling certain people as deviant.


A.  Primary Deviance

This refers to the act of breaking a rule but is not 

part of one’s lifestyle.

B.  Secondary Deviance
Sometimes people become more deviant as a result of being labeled as deviant.  This happens because the label becomes a part of the person's self-concept.
Secondary deviance is the process that occurs when a person who has been labeled a deviant accepts that new identity and continues the deviant behavior.
Conflict Theory and Deviance

I.  Background of Conflict Theory:

A. The community defines deviance. People, as they interact, define what is

appropriate and what is not. Some people in the community have more power than other to define deviance. People who occupy high positions within economic and political sectors are in a better position to determine what laws are enacted and to enforce their definitions of deviance.

B. The upper class is in a better position to determine what crimes are seen as 

serious and they tend to point to problems associated with the lower classes. Organizations with financial backing are better equipped to present its impressions of deviance.

C.  Crime and Classes:


1.  Race and ethnicity impact identification with crime and punishment

2. White-collar crimes are viewed as less severe and are committed by 

high-status people

