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Constructions of Deviance: Understanding Societal Norms and Social Control

Constructions of deviance are fundamental to understanding how societies
define, perceive, and respond to behaviors that deviate from established
norms. This article will delve into the multifaceted nature of deviance,
exploring its sociological roots, the various theoretical perspectives that
attempt to explain it, and the crucial role of social institutions in shaping
its meaning. We will examine how deviance is not an inherent quality of an
act but rather a social label applied by those in power, influenced by
cultural values, historical context, and the dynamics of social control.
Understanding these constructions is vital for comprehending social order,
inequality, and the processes of social change.
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Introduction to Constructions of Deviance

The concept of constructions of deviance is central to sociology, offering a
critical lens through which to examine how societies establish, maintain, and
enforce boundaries of acceptable behavior. It moves beyond simplistic notions
of deviance as simply breaking rules, instead emphasizing that what is deemed
deviant is a fluid, socially negotiated process. This article will explore
how social norms are created and how behaviors are subsequently labeled as
deviant, often reflecting power dynamics and social inequalities rather than
inherent moral failings. We will delve into various sociological theories
that illuminate these processes, including functionalism, conflict theory,
and symbolic interactionism. Furthermore, we will investigate the role of
social institutions and cultural influences in shaping our understanding of
deviance, and how these constructions can lead to phenomena like moral panics
and the marginalization of certain groups. By understanding the social
construction of deviance, we gain a deeper appreciation for the complexities
of social order and the mechanisms of social control.

Defining Deviance: More Than Just Breaking
Rules

At its core, deviance refers to any behavior, belief, or condition that
violates significant social norms in the society or group in which it occurs.
However, the constructions of deviance highlight that this definition is not
static or universal. What one society or group considers deviant, another may
not. This variability underscores that deviance is not an intrinsic quality
of an act but rather a label that is applied to certain actions by others.
The key element is social reaction. A behavior becomes deviant when it is
defined as such by a significant portion of a society or by those in
positions of authority. This social definition process is crucial, as it
means that even actions that appear outwardly similar can be treated



differently depending on the social context and the labels applied.
Understanding deviance requires examining not just the act itself, but the
social audience and their interpretation of that act. This nuanced approach
is a hallmark of sociological inquiry into deviant behavior and its societal
implications.

Theoretical Frameworks for Understanding
Deviance

Sociologists have developed a rich tapestry of theoretical frameworks to
explain the phenomenon of deviance. These perspectives offer different lenses
through which to understand why certain behaviors are labeled as deviant, who
labels them, and what the consequences are for individuals and society. Each
theory contributes a unique understanding to the complex interplay of
individual actions, social structures, and the normative order.

Functionalist Perspectives on Deviance

Functionalist theorists, such as Émile Durkheim, viewed deviance as an
inevitable and even necessary part of social life. They argued that deviance
serves several important functions for society. Firstly, deviance can clarify
moral boundaries by highlighting what is considered acceptable and
unacceptable behavior, thereby reinforcing social norms. When an individual
breaks a rule, the societal response—whether punishment or
condemnation—serves to remind others of the importance of that rule.
Secondly, deviance can promote social cohesion by uniting individuals against
a common "deviant" element. The shared outrage or disapproval directed at a
deviant act can strengthen bonds within the conforming group. Thirdly,
deviance can also be a catalyst for social change. Some acts that were once
considered deviant, such as advocating for women's suffrage or civil rights,
eventually became accepted and even championed as legitimate societal
advancements. This perspective suggests that a certain level of deviance is
functional, helping societies to adapt and evolve.

Conflict Theory and the Social Construction of
Deviance

In contrast to functionalism, conflict theory emphasizes the role of power
and inequality in the constructions of deviance. This perspective argues that
laws and norms are created and enforced by those in power to maintain their
own interests and control over subordinate groups. What is labeled as deviant
is often determined by the dominant class, who define behaviors that threaten
their power or interests as criminal or immoral. For example, acts of protest
by marginalized groups might be criminalized, while exploitative economic
practices by the wealthy might be legal and even encouraged. Conflict
theorists suggest that the criminal justice system disproportionately targets
and punishes individuals from lower socioeconomic classes and minority
groups, not necessarily because they are inherently more prone to deviance,



but because the laws are constructed and applied in ways that disadvantage
them. This leads to the criminalization of poverty and the perpetuation of
social inequality.

Symbolic Interactionism and Labeling Theory

Symbolic interactionism, particularly through labeling theory, offers a
micro-level analysis of deviance, focusing on the interaction between
individuals and the social processes that define deviance. Proponents of
labeling theory, such as Howard Becker, argue that deviance is not inherent
in an act but rather the consequence of applying rules and sanctions to an
"offender." It is the label of "deviant" that makes the person deviant, not
necessarily the act itself. This theory posits that once an individual is
labeled as deviant, they may internalize this label and continue to engage in
deviant behavior, a phenomenon known as the self-fulfilling prophecy. The
label can lead to social exclusion, limiting opportunities for legitimate
employment or social integration, thus pushing individuals further into
deviant subcultures. The process of labeling is influenced by the
characteristics of the actor, the audience, and the situation, highlighting
the subjective nature of deviance.

Rational Choice Theory and Deviance

Rational choice theory, rooted in economics and criminology, views deviance
as the result of individuals making a conscious, rational decision to engage
in a particular behavior based on a cost-benefit analysis. According to this
perspective, individuals will commit deviant acts if they perceive the
potential rewards to outweigh the perceived costs, such as the likelihood of
getting caught and the severity of punishment. While this theory can explain
certain types of opportunistic crimes, it is often criticized for
oversimplifying human motivation and neglecting the social, psychological,
and structural factors that contribute to deviant behavior. The constructions
of deviance are not solely about individual calculations; they are deeply
embedded in social structures and individual experiences that shape these
calculations.

The Social Construction of Deviant Categories

The very categories of what constitutes deviance are not natural or inherent
but are actively constructed by society. This process is dynamic and can
change over time and across cultures. Understanding how these categories are
built is crucial for grasping the societal impact of deviance.

Moral Panics and the Amplification of Deviance

A moral panic is a widespread fear, often exaggerated or unfounded, that some



form of deviance or perceived threat poses a significant danger to the well-
being of society. Sociologists Stanley Cohen famously explored this concept
in relation to the "Mods and Rockers" phenomenon. During a moral panic, a
particular group or behavior is identified as a threat, leading to public
outcry, increased media attention, and often harsher social control measures.
The media plays a significant role in amplifying these fears, often by
sensationalizing incidents and portraying deviant groups in a negative light.
Moral panics can lead to the creation of new laws or the stricter enforcement
of existing ones, further solidifying the constructions of deviance in the
public consciousness.

Folk Devils and the Creation of Outgroups

Central to the concept of moral panics is the creation of "folk
devils"—groups or individuals who are portrayed as the perpetrators or
embodiment of the threat to societal values. These folk devils are often
stereotyped, demonized, and scapegoated for broader social anxieties. By
identifying and vilifying these outgroups, society can feel a sense of
collective identity and reaffirm its moral boundaries. The designation of
certain groups as folk devils serves to solidify the existing social order by
attributing societal problems to easily identifiable, often marginalized,
populations. This process of othering reinforces the distinction between "us"
(the normal, the good) and "them" (the deviant, the bad).

The Role of Media in Constructing Deviance

The media, including news outlets, social media platforms, and popular
culture, plays a pivotal role in shaping public perceptions of deviance.
Through reporting, framing, and storytelling, the media can elevate certain
behaviors to the status of social problems and create moral panics. The way
in which deviant acts are depicted—who is portrayed as the victim, who is
portrayed as the perpetrator, and the underlying causes attributed to the
behavior—can significantly influence public opinion and policy responses.
Sensationalized reporting can amplify the perceived threat of certain
deviances, leading to calls for stricter punishment and more extensive social
control, thereby reinforcing specific constructions of deviance within the
societal discourse.

Agents of Social Control and the Application of
Deviance

Social control refers to the various mechanisms and institutions that
societies employ to regulate individual and group behavior and to prevent
deviance. These agents are instrumental in defining, identifying, and
responding to actions that are deemed to violate social norms, thus actively
participating in the constructions of deviance.



The Criminal Justice System

The criminal justice system, encompassing law enforcement, courts, and
correctional facilities, is arguably the most formal and visible agent of
social control. It is responsible for defining criminal behavior,
apprehending suspected offenders, adjudicating guilt, and imposing sanctions.
The laws that govern this system are themselves products of social and
political processes, reflecting prevailing societal values and power
structures. The way in which laws are written, interpreted, and enforced
significantly influences what behaviors are officially recognized as deviant
and who is most likely to be subjected to state control.

Educational Institutions

Schools also function as agents of socialization and social control. Beyond
academic instruction, educational institutions instill norms, values, and
expectations for behavior. Rules regarding attendance, punctuality, dress
codes, and conduct are all forms of social control. When students deviate
from these rules, they may face disciplinary actions, which can range from
detention to suspension. These experiences can shape a student's perception
of authority and their own behavior, contributing to the internalization of
societal norms or, in some cases, fostering resentment and further deviance.

Family and Community

The family is the primary agent of socialization, teaching individuals the
fundamental norms and values of their society from an early age. Parental
guidance, discipline, and the modeling of behavior all contribute to shaping
a child's understanding of right and wrong. Beyond the immediate family,
communities also exert social control through informal mechanisms, such as
neighborhood watch programs, community policing, and the general social
pressure to conform. Strong community ties and shared values can create an
environment that discourages deviance.

Mental Health Systems

The mental health system plays a role in defining and managing behaviors that
are considered deviant due to their association with mental illness.
Historically, and in some contemporary contexts, behaviors deemed "deviant"
have been pathologized and treated as medical or psychological problems
rather than social or moral ones. This can lead to the institutionalization
of individuals whose behaviors are simply outside the norm, but not
necessarily harmful. The constructions of deviance in the realm of mental
health highlight how medicalization can serve as a form of social control,
influencing how certain behaviors are understood and managed.



Deviance as a Product of Power and Inequality

A critical understanding of deviance recognizes its deep entanglement with
power dynamics and social inequality. The very definition of what constitutes
deviant behavior is not neutral but is often shaped by those who hold
societal power, reflecting and reinforcing existing hierarchies.

How Power Shapes Deviance Definitions

In any society, those with more power—whether economic, political, or
cultural—have a greater ability to influence the definitions of deviance.
They can shape legislation, control media narratives, and direct the focus of
social institutions. Consequently, behaviors that threaten the interests of
the powerful are more likely to be criminalized or stigmatized, while
behaviors that benefit them may be overlooked or even encouraged. This is a
key aspect of how constructions of deviance serve to maintain social order,
often at the expense of marginalized groups.

Deviance and Social Class

Social class is a significant factor in the differential application of
deviance labels. Crimes committed by individuals from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds are often more visible and more severely punished than similar
offenses committed by members of the upper class. For example, street crime,
such as petty theft or vandalism, is often associated with the poor and is
heavily policed. In contrast, white-collar crimes, such as corporate fraud or
embezzlement, which are typically committed by those in positions of economic
power, may be less visible and subject to lighter penalties, if addressed at
all. This disparity in how deviance is perceived and managed based on class
perpetuates cycles of inequality.

Gender and Deviance

Gender roles and expectations significantly influence how deviance is
constructed and perceived. Historically, women's behavior has been more
rigidly controlled and scrutinized than men's. Certain expressions of
sexuality or assertiveness that might be seen as acceptable or even admirable
in men have often been labeled as deviant or promiscuous in women.
Conversely, behaviors traditionally associated with masculinity that are
harmful, such as aggressive or violent conduct, have sometimes been excused
or tolerated. Contemporary understanding continues to grapple with how gender
influences the pathways into, and the labeling of, deviance.

Race and Ethnicity in the Construction of Deviance



Race and ethnicity are deeply interwoven with the constructions of deviance,
particularly within the context of the criminal justice system. Racial biases
can influence policing practices, arrest rates, sentencing decisions, and
media portrayals. Minority groups are often overrepresented in statistics for
certain types of crime, not necessarily due to higher rates of offending, but
due to discriminatory enforcement of laws and societal stereotypes. This can
lead to the criminalization of entire racial or ethnic communities,
reinforcing racial inequalities and perpetuating negative perceptions.

Learning and Internalizing Deviance

Beyond the social labeling and structural factors, sociological theories also
explore how individuals come to engage in deviant behavior, often through
processes of learning and socialization.

Differential Association Theory

Developed by Edwin Sutherland, differential association theory suggests that
individuals learn deviant behavior through interaction with others,
particularly within intimate personal groups. People become deviant when they
learn techniques for committing deviant acts and have favorable attitudes
towards violating the law or social norms. If an individual's associations
with deviant individuals and their exposure to pro-deviance messages outweigh
their associations with conforming individuals and pro-conformity messages,
they are more likely to become deviant. This theory emphasizes the social
learning aspect of deviance, highlighting how social environments shape
behavior.

Social Learning Theory

Albert Bandura's social learning theory, which extends differential
association concepts, posits that people learn by observing and imitating
others, a process known as modeling. This includes learning deviant
behaviors. When individuals observe others being rewarded for or experiencing
no negative consequences for deviant acts, they may be more inclined to
imitate those behaviors. This perspective underscores the importance of role
models and the social context in which behaviors are learned and subsequently
performed. The constructions of deviance are thus also internalized through
these observational learning processes.

The Contextual Nature of Deviance

It is crucial to reiterate that deviance is inherently contextual. An act
that is considered deviant in one situation or cultural setting may be
perfectly acceptable in another. For example, public displays of affection



are viewed differently across cultures. Similarly, the legal and social
response to drug use varies significantly between nations and even within
different regions of the same country. This fluidity highlights that the
constructions of deviance are not absolute truths but are products of
specific social, historical, and cultural circumstances. What is defined as
deviant is a continuous negotiation and redefinition that reflects the
evolving values and priorities of a society.

In conclusion, the concept of constructions of deviance offers a profound
sociological insight into how societies establish and enforce boundaries of
acceptable behavior. It moves beyond a simplistic understanding of rule-
breaking to reveal the intricate interplay of social forces, power dynamics,
and individual interpretation. By examining theoretical perspectives, the
role of social institutions, and the influence of inequality, we gain a more
nuanced appreciation for the ways in which deviance is defined, labeled, and
managed. This understanding is vital for critically analyzing social order,
addressing societal inequalities, and recognizing the dynamic nature of norms
and social control throughout history and across diverse cultures.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core idea behind the constructionist
perspective on deviance?

The constructionist perspective argues that deviance is not an inherent
quality of an act but rather a label applied to certain behaviors by society.
It emphasizes that what is considered deviant is socially constructed through
interactions, cultural norms, and power dynamics.

How does the labeling theory relate to the
construction of deviance?

Labeling theory is a key concept within constructionism. It posits that when
individuals are labeled as deviant, this label can lead to a self-fulfilling
prophecy, causing them to internalize the deviant identity and engage in
further deviant behavior.

What role do social institutions play in constructing
deviance?

Social institutions, such as the legal system, media, and educational
systems, play a crucial role. They establish norms, define what is
acceptable, and have the power to label certain behaviors or groups as
deviant, often reflecting the interests of dominant social groups.

Can you give an example of how a behavior becomes
deviant through social construction?

Consider the historical shifts in how homosexuality has been viewed. Once
widely considered a mental illness and deviant behavior by medical and legal
institutions, changing social attitudes, advocacy, and re-labeling have led
to greater acceptance and destigmatization in many societies.



What are the implications of the constructionist view
for understanding crime statistics?

From a constructionist viewpoint, crime statistics don't just reflect actual
criminal activity but also the effectiveness and biases of the criminal
justice system in identifying, arresting, and prosecuting certain behaviors
and groups more than others. The definition of 'crime' itself is a social
construction.

How does the concept of moral panics relate to the
construction of deviance?

Moral panics are a prime example of deviance construction. They involve a
widespread fear that some evil or threat (often a group or behavior) poses a
danger to society's values and interests. This fear is amplified by the media
and moral entrepreneurs, leading to increased social control and labeling of
the targeted group as deviant.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to constructions of deviance, each beginning
with "":

1. The Social Construction of Crime
This foundational text explores how definitions of crime are not inherent but
are created and maintained through social processes. It delves into how power
structures influence what behaviors are labeled as deviant and subject to
legal sanctions. The book examines the role of moral entrepreneurs and the
media in shaping public perception of deviance.

2. Inventing Deviance: Community, Control, and the Medicalization of the
Social
This work investigates how certain behaviors and individuals are labeled as
deviant and subsequently medicalized, often leading to increased social
control. It analyzes the historical and social forces that contribute to
transforming social problems into medical conditions. The book critiques the
implications of this medicalization for individual rights and societal
understanding of the human condition.

3. Deviance and Social Control
This comprehensive text offers a broad overview of sociological theories on
deviance and the mechanisms of social control. It examines various forms of
deviance, from minor rule-breaking to severe criminal activity, and the
societal responses designed to manage them. The book explores the interplay
between individual agency and the social structures that shape deviant
behavior and its control.

4. The Medicalization of Childhood: Society's Growing Fascination with the
Troubled Boy
This insightful book focuses on how the behavior of young boys has
increasingly been pathologized and medicalized, leading to diagnoses like
ADHD. It argues that societal anxieties and expectations contribute to the
construction of childhood deviance, particularly for males. The work
scrutinizes the impact of these medical labels on children's lives and
educational experiences.



5. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity
This seminal work introduces the concept of stigma and its role in labeling
and marginalizing individuals deemed deviant. It explores how stigma is
created, maintained, and experienced, impacting social interactions and self-
perception. The book provides a framework for understanding the social
processes by which individuals are set apart and discredited.

6. The Deviant Imagination: Essays in the Sociology of Deviance
This collection of essays offers diverse perspectives on the sociological
study of deviance, exploring its conceptualizations and manifestations across
different societies. It delves into the theories and methodologies used to
understand why certain behaviors are considered deviant. The book highlights
the dynamic and context-dependent nature of deviance.

7. Labeling Deviance: The Sociology of Social Problems
This book examines the process of labeling as a crucial element in the
construction of deviance. It argues that it is the application of social
labels that transforms certain behaviors into "social problems." The work
analyzes how these labels influence societal responses and the subsequent
experiences of individuals who are labeled as deviant.

8. The Social Organization of Sexuality: Deviance and the Cultural
Construction of Homosexuality
This influential text analyzes how sexuality, particularly homosexuality, has
been socially constructed as deviant within various cultural contexts. It
traces the historical shifts in understanding and regulating sexual behavior.
The book emphasizes how societal norms and power dynamics shape the
definition and perception of sexual deviance.

9. Moral Panics and the Construction of Deviance
This book explores the phenomenon of moral panics, where a perceived threat
to societal values is amplified, leading to heightened social concern and
punitive responses. It demonstrates how media, politicians, and moral
entrepreneurs often collaborate in constructing specific groups or behaviors
as deviant. The work highlights the role of fear and anxiety in shaping
public policy and social control.
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