
deviance and social control a sociological
perspective
Deviance and social control a sociological perspective delves into the complex interplay
between societal norms and the behaviors that transgress them. This article will explore the
fundamental concepts of deviance from a sociological viewpoint, examining various theoretical
frameworks that attempt to explain its occurrence and societal reactions. We will investigate the
multifaceted mechanisms of social control, both formal and informal, that societies employ to
maintain order and conformity. Furthermore, we will discuss the social construction of deviance,
how labeling influences individual behavior, and the impact of power dynamics on defining what is
considered deviant. Understanding deviance and social control is crucial for comprehending the
functioning of any society, its values, and its ongoing efforts to manage behavior and uphold its
established order.
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What is Deviance in Sociology?

In sociology, deviance refers to any behavior, belief, or condition that violates significant social
norms in the society or group in which it occurs. It's important to understand that deviance is not
inherently bad or good; rather, it is a social construct. What one society or culture considers deviant,
another might view as normal or even desirable. This relativity is a core tenet of the sociological
perspective on deviance. It's about the reaction of others to a behavior, not necessarily the behavior
itself. For instance, wearing pajamas to a formal business meeting would likely be considered
deviant in most Western societies, but in a different cultural context or a more relaxed social setting,
it might not elicit the same negative reaction. Sociologists are interested in the processes by which
behaviors become labeled as deviant, the social conditions that contribute to these behaviors, and
the ways in which societies respond to them. This response often involves mechanisms of social
control, aimed at preventing, discouraging, or punishing deviant actions.

The concept of deviance is broad and encompasses a wide range of actions, from minor infractions of
etiquette, like talking loudly in a library, to severe criminal acts, such as murder. It can also include
unconventional beliefs or lifestyles that challenge prevailing social values. The key is that these
actions or beliefs are perceived as violating established expectations and norms within a specific
social context. Therefore, understanding deviance requires an examination of the social groups that
define and enforce these norms, as well as the individuals or groups who violate them. The
sociological lens focuses on the social processes and structures that shape our understanding and
response to non-conforming behavior.

Theories of Deviance

Sociologists have developed numerous theoretical frameworks to explain why deviance occurs and
how societies manage it. These theories offer different perspectives on the root causes of deviant
behavior, the social functions it may serve, and the mechanisms through which it is regulated. Each
theory highlights distinct aspects of the complex relationship between individuals, society, and the
concept of norm violation.

Structural Functionalism and Deviance

Structural functionalism views society as a complex system whose parts work together to promote
solidarity and stability. From this perspective, deviance, though seemingly disruptive, can actually
serve certain functions for society. Émile Durkheim, a foundational figure in sociology, argued that
deviance is a normal and inevitable aspect of social life. He suggested that deviance helps to clarify
moral boundaries, reinforcing what is considered acceptable and unacceptable behavior. When
individuals are punished for their transgressions, it serves as a public reminder of the shared values
and norms of the community.



Furthermore, Durkheim posited that deviance can contribute to social change. By challenging
existing norms, deviants can force societies to reconsider and potentially revise outdated or unjust
rules. Robert Merton expanded on this by introducing the concept of anomie, a state of normlessness
that occurs when there is a disconnect between culturally approved goals and the legitimate means
to achieve them. According to Merton, individuals who lack access to legitimate means might resort
to deviant adaptations to achieve societal success. These adaptations include innovation (using
illegitimate means to achieve success), ritualism (adhering to rules but abandoning goals),
retreatism (rejecting both goals and means), and rebellion (seeking to overthrow existing goals and
means).

Conflict Theory and Deviance

Conflict theory, on the other hand, views society as an arena of inequality that generates conflict and
change. From this perspective, deviance is not simply a matter of norm violation but is often linked
to power imbalances and social inequality. Those in power define what is considered deviant, often
in ways that protect their own interests and maintain their social advantage. Behaviors that threaten
the status quo or challenge the dominant ideology are more likely to be labeled as deviant,
regardless of their actual harm.

Conflict theorists argue that the criminal justice system, laws, and social institutions are designed to
control the subordinate classes and maintain the existing power structure. For example, laws that
criminalize poverty or certain forms of protest might be seen as tools of social control used by the
elite to suppress dissent. The concept of "social junk" and "social dynamite" by Jeffrey Reiman
highlights how the powerful define more dangerous behaviors as less deviant (e.g., corporate crime)
and less dangerous behaviors as more deviant (e.g., street crime). This perspective emphasizes that
what is labeled as deviance is often a product of political and economic struggles.

Symbolic Interactionism and Deviance

Symbolic interactionism focuses on the micro-level interactions between individuals and the
meanings they attach to symbols, behaviors, and social phenomena. Within this framework, deviance
is not an inherent quality of an act but rather a label that is applied to certain behaviors through
social interaction. This perspective emphasizes that the definition of deviance is a social process,
negotiated and contested through ongoing social interactions.

Key to symbolic interactionism is the idea that deviance is learned through social interaction,
particularly within peer groups. Edwin Sutherland's differential association theory, for example,
suggests that people learn to be deviant through their associations with others who are deviant. If
an individual is exposed to more definitions favorable to violating the law than unfavorable
definitions, they are more likely to become delinquent. This theory underscores the importance of
social learning and the influence of close relationships in shaping behavior, including deviant
behavior.



Understanding Social Control

Social control refers to the various methods and strategies societies use to regulate individual and
group behavior and to ensure conformity to norms and values. These mechanisms are essential for
maintaining social order, preventing chaos, and promoting the overall stability and functioning of a
society. Social control can operate at both informal and formal levels, with each playing a distinct
but often complementary role.

Informal Social Control

Informal social control involves the everyday, unwritten rules and expectations that guide behavior
within social groups and communities. These controls are typically exercised through face-to-face
interactions and rely on mechanisms like social approval, disapproval, praise, ridicule, gossip, and
ostracism. Family, friends, neighbors, and peer groups are primary agents of informal social control.

For instance, a child learning to share toys is guided by parental approval for cooperative behavior
and disapproval for selfishness. Similarly, in a workplace, colleagues might subtly signal their
disapproval of someone who consistently arrives late through nonverbal cues or lighthearted
teasing. The power of informal sanctions lies in their immediacy and the personal relationships
involved. The fear of disappointing loved ones, the desire for social acceptance, and the sting of
public embarrassment are potent motivators for conforming to social norms. These mechanisms are
deeply embedded in the fabric of everyday social life and are crucial for maintaining social cohesion.

Formal Social Control

Formal social control, in contrast, involves explicit rules, laws, and regulations that are established
and enforced by formal institutions within a society. These institutions, such as the government,
police, courts, and educational systems, have the authority to define and punish deviance through
codified laws and sanctions. The goal of formal social control is to maintain order on a larger,
societal scale.

Examples of formal social control include traffic laws, which are enforced by police and carry
penalties like fines or license suspension for violations. The judicial system processes individuals
accused of crimes, and if found guilty, they may face imprisonment, probation, or other legal
sanctions. Schools have disciplinary policies to address student misconduct, and workplaces have
codes of conduct. These formal mechanisms provide a structured and often more severe response to
behavior that is deemed harmful or disruptive to the broader social order. They are characterized by
official procedures, documented rules, and the state's legitimate use of force or coercion.



The Social Construction of Deviance

The concept that deviance is socially constructed means that behaviors are not inherently deviant
but become so through the process of social definition and labeling. This perspective, often
associated with symbolic interactionism, emphasizes that what constitutes deviance is determined
by the values, beliefs, and interests of those in positions of power within a society. Norms are
created, maintained, and enforced by social groups, and when these norms are violated, the
behavior is labeled as deviant.

This process involves several stages. First, a society establishes norms. Second, an individual or
group violates these norms. Third, the behavior is identified and labeled as deviant by others.
Finally, the labeled individual or group may be subjected to sanctions or stigma. The social
construction of deviance highlights how definitions of what is acceptable and unacceptable can
change over time and across different cultures. For instance, what was once considered a mental
illness might now be understood as a medical condition, or a behavior that was once criminal might
become legal (e.g., certain aspects of alcohol consumption in various historical periods).

This perspective also underscores the role of moral entrepreneurs – individuals or groups who
identify a problem and advocate for the creation or enforcement of norms to address it. These
entrepreneurs often play a significant role in shaping public perception and influencing the creation
of new deviant categories or the reinforcement of existing ones. The process of social construction is
dynamic and is constantly influenced by power, culture, and social change.

Labeling Theory and the Deviant Identity

Labeling theory, a significant contribution from symbolic interactionism, argues that the application
of a deviant label to an individual can profoundly impact their self-identity and future behavior.
According to this theory, when individuals are labeled as deviant, they may internalize this label,
leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy. The label itself becomes a powerful force, shaping how others
perceive and interact with the individual, and consequently, how the individual perceives
themselves.

Howard Becker, a prominent sociologist, described this process in his seminal work, "Outsiders." He
argued that deviance is not a quality of the act the person commits, but rather a consequence of the
application by others of rules and sanctions to an "offender." Once a person is labeled as deviant,
they are often treated differently by others. This differential treatment can lead to increased
association with other labeled individuals, further marginalization from conventional society, and a
reinforcement of deviant behavior. For example, a teenager repeatedly caught shoplifting might be
labeled a "shoplifter." This label can lead to them being watched more closely by store security,
excluded from certain social activities, and may eventually lead them to associate with other young
people who have also been labeled and to embrace a deviant identity as a result.



Primary deviance refers to the initial acts of deviance that do not affect a person's self-concept.
Secondary deviance occurs when an individual accepts the deviant label and incorporates it into
their identity, leading to more consistent and organized patterns of deviant behavior. The process of
labeling can therefore be a crucial factor in the escalation of deviance.

Power, Deviance, and Social Inequality

The relationship between power, deviance, and social inequality is central to many sociological
analyses of these phenomena. Power, understood as the ability to influence or control the behavior
of others, plays a critical role in defining what is considered deviant and in determining who gets
labeled and sanctioned. Societies with significant social inequalities often have definitions of
deviance that reflect and reinforce those inequalities.

Conflict theorists, in particular, emphasize how those with greater economic and political power can
shape the legal system and social institutions to their advantage. They can influence the creation of
laws that criminalize the behaviors of the poor or marginalized while overlooking or minimizing the
harm caused by the actions of the wealthy or powerful. For example, corporate executives who
engage in price-fixing or environmental violations might face less severe penalties compared to
individuals convicted of street-level drug offenses. This disparity highlights how power influences
the visibility and consequences of deviance.

Furthermore, power dynamics affect how deviance is perceived and managed. Minority groups or
those with less social capital may be more likely to be scrutinized, arrested, and convicted for similar
offenses compared to members of dominant groups. This can lead to disproportionate rates of
incarceration and further entrench social inequalities. Understanding deviance through the lens of
power reveals it as a concept deeply intertwined with social stratification and the maintenance of
social hierarchies.

Deviance, Social Control, and Societal Change

The dynamic interplay between deviance and social control is not static; it is a continuous process
that can lead to societal change. As societies evolve, so do their norms and the mechanisms of social
control designed to enforce them. Deviance, in its role as a challenge to existing norms, can be a
catalyst for this evolution.

When individuals or groups engage in deviant behavior that is widespread or resonates with a
significant portion of the population, it can bring attention to perceived injustices or outdated social
structures. This can lead to movements for social reform that challenge existing laws and norms. For
instance, the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, which involved widespread civil
disobedience (a form of deviance), ultimately led to significant changes in laws and social attitudes
regarding racial segregation and discrimination.



Conversely, societies also adapt their social control mechanisms in response to changing patterns of
deviance or new threats. The development of new technologies, for example, often necessitates the
creation of new laws and control strategies. The rise of cybercrime, for instance, has led to the
development of specialized law enforcement units and new legal frameworks to address online
offenses. In essence, deviance and social control are in a constant feedback loop, shaping each other
and contributing to the ongoing transformation of social structures and norms.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the primary sociological theories that explain
deviance?
Key sociological theories explaining deviance include:

Strain Theory (Merton): Deviance arises from the gap between culturally approved goals and the
legitimate means to achieve them.
Social Disorganization Theory: Deviance is more likely in areas with weak social ties and the
breakdown of social institutions.
Labeling Theory: Deviance is not inherent in an act but rather a consequence of applying labels to
individuals, which can lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy.
Control Theory (Hirschi): Social control operates through strong bonds to society (attachment,
commitment, involvement, belief), and deviance occurs when these bonds weaken.
Conflict Theory: Deviance is a product of power struggles, where dominant groups define what is
deviant to maintain their advantage.

How does the concept of 'deviance' differ across societies and
time periods?
Deviance is socially constructed, meaning what is considered deviant varies significantly by culture,
historical era, and social context. For instance, certain behaviors considered acceptable in one
society might be highly stigmatized in another, and norms can shift over time, leading to formerly
deviant acts becoming normalized (e.g., certain forms of artistic expression) or vice versa.

What is the difference between primary and secondary
deviance?
Primary deviance refers to the initial act of norm violation that does not significantly affect an
individual's self-concept or social standing. Secondary deviance occurs when an individual
internalizes the label of 'deviant' after repeated encounters with the criminal justice system or social
stigma, leading to a lifestyle centered around deviance.

What are the different types of social control mechanisms?
Social control mechanisms are broadly categorized into:



Formal Social Control: Institutions and agencies designed to enforce norms and laws (e.g., police,
courts, prisons).
Informal Social Control: Everyday social interactions and reactions that discourage deviance (e.g.,
gossip, ridicule, social disapproval from family and friends).

How does social class influence the understanding and
treatment of deviance?
Conflict theorists argue that the definition of deviance and its enforcement often reflect the interests
of the powerful. Lower social classes may be disproportionately labeled as deviant and subjected to
harsher punishments, while the deviance of the elite (e.g., corporate crime) may be overlooked or
treated more leniently.

What role does media play in shaping perceptions of deviance?
The media plays a significant role in constructing and disseminating definitions of deviance. Media
portrayals can sensationalize certain acts, create moral panics, and reinforce stereotypes about
particular groups, thereby influencing public opinion and the application of social control.

Explain the concept of 'moral panic' in relation to deviance.
A moral panic is a widespread fear, often amplified by the media, that some evil or deviant group or
behavior poses a threat to the values and interests of society. This panic can lead to increased social
control measures, often disproportionately targeting the perceived deviant group.

How do sociologists view the relationship between conformity
and deviance?
Sociologists view conformity and deviance as two sides of the same coin, both arising from the
adherence to or violation of social norms. Conformity is often the result of effective social control
and socialization, while deviance highlights the boundaries and tensions within social structures and
value systems.

What are some sociological critiques of the 'war on drugs' or
similar societal responses to deviance?
Sociological critiques often focus on:

Disproportionate Impact: The 'war on drugs' has been criticized for disproportionately impacting
minority communities and lower socioeconomic groups.
Criminalization vs. Public Health: Critics argue that it prioritizes criminalization over public health
approaches that address the root causes of drug use.
Expansion of Social Control: Such initiatives can lead to an expansion of surveillance and state
power, potentially infringing on civil liberties.

How has globalization impacted the study of deviance and



social control?
Globalization has introduced new forms of deviance (e.g., cybercrime, transnational organized
crime) and necessitated new approaches to social control. It also highlights how norms and
definitions of deviance can be contested and spread globally, influencing national policies and social
movements.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to deviance and social control from a sociological perspective, each
beginning with "" and followed by a short description:

1. The Deviant Imagination: An Introduction to the Sociology of Deviance. This foundational text
offers a comprehensive overview of key theories and concepts in the sociology of deviance. It
explores how society defines and responds to behaviors considered abnormal or outside the norm.
The book delves into the social construction of deviance and the various mechanisms of social
control employed by institutions.

2. Social Control and the Legalization of Deviance. This insightful work examines the complex
relationship between social control mechanisms and the legal system, particularly as certain
behaviors are decriminalized or legalized. It investigates how societal attitudes and power dynamics
influence the definition and treatment of deviant acts over time. The book provides a critical analysis
of the effectiveness and consequences of legal interventions in managing social behavior.

3. Labeling and the Social Reality of Crime. This influential study explores the sociological theory of
labeling, arguing that society's reaction to an individual's behavior is often more significant than the
behavior itself in defining them as deviant. It analyzes how labels can become self-fulfilling
prophecies, leading individuals further into a deviant lifestyle. The book highlights the role of social
institutions in applying and reinforcing these labels.

4. The Power of Social Norms: Deviance and Conformity in Everyday Life. This engaging book
investigates the pervasive influence of social norms on individual behavior and the ways in which
conformity and deviance are understood in daily interactions. It explores the subtle and overt
mechanisms through which societies encourage adherence to established rules and expectations.
The work illustrates how deviations, even minor ones, can trigger significant social responses.

5. Punishment and Social Structure: A Sociological Analysis. This classic text offers a deep dive into
the historical evolution of punishment and its connection to broader social and economic structures.
It argues that systems of punishment are not merely retributive but serve essential functions in
maintaining social order and reinforcing societal values. The book provides a critical perspective on
how societies control deviance through penal practices.

6. The Sociology of Crime and Delinquency: Processes of Control. This comprehensive textbook
provides a thorough examination of the causes and consequences of crime and delinquency from a
sociological standpoint. It discusses various theories of crime, including strain, social learning, and
control theories, and analyzes the methods societies use to prevent and respond to criminal
behavior. The book emphasizes the role of social factors in shaping pathways to crime and
delinquency.

7. Constructing Deviance: Social Movements and the Reordering of Norms. This thought-provoking



book examines how social movements challenge existing definitions of deviance and attempt to
redefine societal norms. It explores the strategies and processes through which marginalized groups
can alter public perception and gain acceptance for behaviors previously deemed deviant. The work
showcases the dynamic nature of social control as it is contested and transformed.

8. Policing Deviance: The Role of Institutions in Social Order. This book offers a critical sociological
analysis of the various institutions responsible for policing and managing deviance within society. It
examines the practices, policies, and underlying ideologies of law enforcement, the courts, and
correctional systems. The work investigates how these institutions shape the definition and
experience of deviance and social control.

9. The Sociology of Deviant Behavior: Theories and Applications. This accessible textbook provides a
clear and organized introduction to the major sociological theories used to understand deviant
behavior. It applies these theoretical frameworks to a range of deviant activities, from drug use and
mental illness to white-collar crime and political protest. The book emphasizes the sociological
importance of context and social interaction in the study of deviance.
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