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Chapter Eight: Deviance and Social Control

Learning Objectives

LO 8.1 Summarize the relativity of deviance, the need of norms, and the types of sanctions; contrast sociobiological, psychological and sociological explanations of deviance. (p. 194)

LO 8.2 Contrast three theories of deviance: differential association, control, and labeling. (p. 198)

LO 8.3 Explain how deviance can be functional for society, how mainstream values can produce deviance (strain theory), and how social class is related to crime (illegitimate opportunities). (p. 204)

LO 8.4 Explain how social class is related to the criminal justice system and how the criminal justice system is oppressive. (p. 210)

LO 8.5 Be familiar with street crimes and prison, threestrikes laws, the decline in violent crime, recidivism, bias in the death penalty, the medicalization of deviance, and the need for a humane approach. (p. 211)
Chapter Overview
I. What is Deviance?

A. Sociologists use the term deviance to refer to any violation of rules and norms. From a sociological perspective, deviance is relative. Definitions of “what is deviant” vary across societies and from one group to another within the same society. 
1. According to sociologist Howard S. Becker, it is not the act itself that makes an action deviant, but rather how society reacts to it.

2. Because different groups have different norms, what is deviant to some is not deviant to others.  This is true even for criminal deviance, the violation of rules that have been written into law.

3. Deviants are people who violate rules, whether the infraction is minor (jaywalking) or serious (murder).  When sociologists study deviance, they are nonjudgmental; they are not judging whether the behavior is good or bad, just that it is viewed negatively by people within the social group.  To sociologists, all people are deviants because everyone violates rules from time to time.

4. Erving Goffman used “stigma” to refer to attributes that discredit one’s claim to a “normal” identity; a stigma (e.g., blindness, mental handicaps, facial birthmarks) defines a person’s master status, superceding all other statuses the person occupies.

B. Norms make social life possible by making behavior predictable. Without norms, social chaos would exist. The reason deviance is seen as threatening is because it undermines predictability. Thus, social control (the formal and informal means of enforcing norms) is necessary for social life.

C. When a norm is violated, sanctions are imposed.

1. Sanctions can be either negative or positive.  

2. Negative sanctions, which reflect disapproval of a particular behavior, range from frowns and gossip for breaking a folkway to imprisonment and capital punishment for breaking a more.

3. Positive sanctions, from smiles to formal awards, are used to reward conformity.

4. Most sanctions are informal.

D. Shaming is another sanction.  It is particularly effective when used by members of a primary group or in a small community.

1. Shaming can be the centerpiece of public ritual, marking the violator as deviant for the entire world to see.

2. Harold Garfinkel used the term degradation ceremony to describe formal attempts to label someone as an outsider.

E. Biologists, psychologists, and sociologists have different perspectives on why people violate norms. 

1. Psychologists and sociobiologists explain deviance by looking within individuals; sociologists look outside the individual.

2. Biological explanations focus on genetic predisposition, including factors such as intelligence; the “XYY” theory (an extra Y chromosome in men leads to crime); or body type (squarish, muscular persons more likely to commit street crimes).  

3. Psychological explanations focus on personality disorders (e.g., “bad toilet training,” “suffocating mothers,” and so on). Yet these do not necessarily result in the presence or absence of specific forms of deviance in a person.

4. Sociological explanations search outside the individual: crime is a violation of norms written into law, and each society has its own laws against certain types of behavior, but social influences such as socialization, subcultural group memberships, or social class (people’s relative standing in terms of education, occupation, income and wealth) may “recruit” some people to break norms.

II. The Symbolic Interactionist Perspective

A. Differential association is Edwin Sutherland’s term to indicate that those who associate with groups oriented toward deviant activities learn an “excess of definitions” of deviance and thus are more likely to engage in deviant activities.

1. The key to differential association is the learning of ideas and attitudes favorable to following the law or breaking it. Some groups teach members to violate norms (e.g., families involved in crime may set their children on a lawbreaking path; some friends and neighborhoods tend to encourage deviant behavior; even subcultures contain particular attitudes about deviance and conformity that are learned by their members).

2. Symbolic interactionists stress that people are not mere pawns, because individuals help produce their own orientation to life and their choice of association helps shape the self.

B. According to control theory, everyone is propelled towards deviance, but a system of controls work against these motivations to deviate. 

1. Walter Reckless described two complementary systems of controls.  Inner controls are our capacity to withstand temptations toward deviance and internalized morality, integrity, fear of punishment, and desire to be good.  Outer controls involve groups (e.g. family, friends, the police) that influence us not to deviate.

2. Travis Hirschi noted that strong bonds to society, based on attachments, commitments, involvements, and beliefs, lead to more effective inner controls.

C. Labeling theory is the view that the labels people are given affect their own and others’ perceptions of them, thus channeling their behavior either into deviance or into conformity.

1. Gresham Sykes and David Matza use the term “techniques of neutralization” to describe the strategies deviants employ to resist society’s label. These are: (1) denial of responsibility (“I didn’t do it”); (2) denial of injury (“Who really got hurt?”); (3) denial of a victim (“She deserved it”); (4) condemnation of the condemners (“Who are you to talk?”); and (5) appeal to higher loyalty (“I had to help my friends”).

2. Sometimes an individual’s deviant acts begin casually, and he or she gradually slides into more serious deviance.

3. Most people resist being labeled deviant, but some revel in a deviant identity (e.g., motorcycle gangs who are proud of getting in trouble, laughing at death, and so on).

4. William J. Chambliss’ study of the Saints (troubled boys from respectable middle class families) and the Roughnecks (boys from working class families who hang out on the streets) provides an excellent illustration of labeling theory, which is how labels given to people affect how others perceive them and how they perceive themselves, thus channeling their behavior into deviance or conformity. The study showed how labels open and close doors of opportunity for the individuals involved.

III. The Functionalist Perspective

A. Emile Durkheim stated that deviance, including crime, is functional, for it contributes to social order. 

1. Deviance clarifies moral boundaries (a group’s ideas about how people should act and think) and affirms norms. 

2. Deviance promotes social unity (by reacting to deviants, group members develop a “we” feeling and collectively affirm the rightness of their own ways). 

3. Deviance promotes social change (if boundary violations gain enough support, they become new, acceptable behaviors).

B. Robert Merton developed strain theory to analyze what happens when people are socialized to desire cultural goals but denied the institutionalized means to reach them.

1. Merton used “anomie” (Durkheim’s term) to refer to the strain people experience when they are blocked in their attempts to achieve those goals. 

2. The most common reaction to cultural goals and institutionalized means is conformity (using lawful means to seek goals society sets). 

3. He identified four types of deviant responses to anomie: innovation (using illegitimate means to achieve them); ritualism (giving up on achieving cultural goals but clinging to conventional rules of conduct); retreatism (rejecting cultural goals, dropping out); and rebellion (seeking to replace society’s goals).

4. According to strain theory, deviants are not pathogenic individuals but the products of society.

C. Sociologists Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin developed illegitimate opportunity theory to explain why social classes have distinct styles of crime.

1. They suggest that these differences are due to differential access to institutionalized means.

2. Illegitimate opportunity structures are opportunities for crimes such as robbery, burglary, or drug dealing that are woven into the texture of life. These structures may result when legitimate structures fail.

3. For the urban poor, there are opportunities to make money through “hustles” such as robbery, burglary, drug dealing, prostitution, pimping, gambling, and other crimes.  The “hustler” is a role model because he or she is one of the few who comes close to the cultural goals of success.

4. White-collar crime (crimes that people of respectable and high social status commit in the course of their occupations) results from an illegitimate opportunity structure among higher classes. Such crimes exist in greater numbers than commonly perceived, and can be very costly, possibly totaling several hundred billion dollars a year. They can involve physical harm and sometimes death; for instance, unsafe working conditions kill about 100,000 Americans each year, or about five times the number of people killed by street crime.

D. There have been some recent changes in the nature of crime.  A major change is the growing ranks of female offenders.  As women have become more involved in the professions and the corporate world, they too have been enticed by illegitimate opportunities.

IV. The Conflict Perspective

A. Conflict theorists note that power plays a central role in defining and punishing deviance. 

B. The state’s machinery of social control represents the interests of the wealthy and powerful; this group determines the laws whose enforcement is essential for maintaining its power.

C. The criminal justice system directs its energies against violations by the working class; while it tends to overlook the harm done by the owners of corporations, flagrant violations are prosecuted.  The publicity given to this level of white-collar crime helps stabilize the system by providing evidence of fairness.

D. The law is an instrument of oppression, a tool designed to maintain the powerful in privileged positions and keep the powerless from rebelling and overthrowing the social order. When members of the working class get out of line, they are arrested, tried and imprisoned in the criminal justice system.

V. Reactions to Deviance

A. Reactions to deviance in the United States include everything from mild sanctions to capital punishment. 

B. Imprisonment, which follows the degradation ceremony (public trial/pronouncement that the person is unfit to live among law-abiding people), is an increasingly popular reaction to crime but fails to teach inmates to stay away from crime. 

1. The United States has the dubious distinction of having not only more prisoners than any other nation, but also a larger percentage of its population in prison.

2. African Americans are disproportionately represented among the prison population.

3. For about the past twenty years, the United States has followed a “get tough” policy.  The “three strikes and you’re out” laws have become common.  Unfortunately, these laws have had some unintended consequences.

4. The recidivism rate (the proportion of persons who are rearrested) in the United States is high.  
C. The death penalty is the most extreme and controversial measure the state can take.  Many argue that there are biases in the use of the death penalty.  These reflect regional, gender, social class, as well as racial and ethnic biases.

D. The definition of behavior as deviant varies across societies, groups, and time periods.  The emergence of hate crime legislation in the United States is an example of this.

E. Caution is needed in interpreting official crime statistics because the reactions of authorities are influenced by social class of the offender.

1. Crime statistics are a human creation, produced within a specific social and political context for some particular purpose.

2. Police discretion—deciding whether to arrest someone or to ignore a situation—is a routine part of police work.  Crime statistics reflect this and many other biases.

F. Medicalization of deviance is the view of deviance as a symptom of some underlying illness that needs to be treated by physicians. 

1. Thomas Szasz argues that mental illness is simply problem behaviors: some forms of “mental” illnesses have organic causes (e.g., depression caused by a chemical imbalance in the brain), while others are responses to troubles with various coping devices. 

2. Szasz’s analysis suggests that social experiences, and not some illness of the mind, underlie bizarre behaviors.

3. Being mentally ill can sometimes lead to other problems like homelessness, but being homeless can lead to unusual and unacceptable ways of thinking that are defined by the wider society as mental illness. 

G. With deviance inevitable, one measure of society is how it treats its deviants.

1. The larger issues are how to protect people from deviant behaviors that are harmful to their welfare, to tolerate those that are not, and to develop systems of fairer treatment for deviants. 

Lecture Suggestions    

· Discuss the various dress styles that students observe on campus. What do students consider to be the norm for class attendance? At one extreme, what do they consider to be “underdressed”? At the other, what would characterize being “overdressed”? What sanctions, both formal and informal, accompany being “underdressed” or “overdressed”?

· Break your students into small groups and ask each group to create a list of the five most deviant acts they can imagine. Ask each group to consider which cultural values they employed in creating their list. Which cultural and/or personal biases affected their choices to include or exclude the items they selected for their list? What justification is present to define the items on the list as deviant? What gives society the right to define these items as deviant and impose negative sanctions on violators? Finally, can you think of any other cultures in the world and/or groups in American society that might consider one or more of the items on your list to be “perfectly normal”? 
· Discuss the sanctions, both positive and negative, that professors use to maintain social control of their classrooms. Of the various methods identified, discuss the specific purpose behind the sanction and its effectiveness. What is the best method of social control a professor can use to ensure students arrive to class on time? What is the most appropriate sanction a professor can use to encourage students who are not doing well in a course to improve? What is the best sanction a professor can use to see that his or her class remains orderly?

· Thinking about the relativity of deviance, ask your students to address the following points: What is deviance? Who gets to define deviance? What gives certain people the authority and/or power to define deviance? How do definitions of deviance differ from culture to culture, group to group, and time period to time period?
· Ask your students whether they consider the following behaviors to be deviant: suicide, abortion, homosexuality, prostitution, and drug use. If so, on what basis? If not, why? Pressing your students further, ask them to come up with specific circumstances for each of these behaviors that might affect whether it constitutes deviance or acceptable behavior.
MyLab Activities

· Watch – Once students have viewed “Deviance: The Basics” have them create a visual model that represents one of the theories that explains why people participate in deviant behavior.
· Read – Having read “The Meaning of Social Control”, students should create skits to enact in class in which they role play varying levels of deviant behavior and the sanctions that are associated with each in an attempt to maintain social control.
· Explore – After students have examined the Social Explorer “The Death Penalty” divide them into two groups. Each group should be assigned a position either for or against the death penalty. Students should prepare arguments utilizing data from the Social Explorer to be presented in a classroom debate.
Suggested Assignments
· Have each student write a one-page description of the most deviant behavior they have ever experienced or to which they have been personally exposed. Have them include in their essay why the act was considered deviant, whether it harmed anyone (including the individual responsible for the deviant act), and how observers reacted to the deviant act. Advise the students they may wish to use discretion in revealing any personal information they would feel uneasy sharing. The instructor could use these examples in an appropriate manner, not disclosing any information that would expose the author of the paper.   

· Have the class create a list of at least five behaviors considered minor offenses of social norms; such as tattoos, wearing jogging pants to church, talking on your cell phone at a public restaurant, etc. Then have students interview at least twenty people each asking how deviant they would rank each behavior on a scale of 1-5 taking note of each subjects age, race, and gender. Compile the data as a class and create diagrams to analyze the results.
· Ask your students to find and download examples of deviance on the Internet. Then have them meet in small groups to share their “deviant material” with each other while addressing the following questions: What functions do these materials provide for society? What harm might these materials do to society and/or its individual members? What should the United States government do, if anything, to regulate these materials or control who has access to these materials? What do these materials say about which groups have power and do not have power in American society? What do these materials say about how much deviance occurs in the privacy of people’s minds and homes? Is there any difference between deviant thoughts and deviant behaviors? If so, what is the difference? Finally, can deviant thoughts lead to deviant behaviors? Even if they can, do you think most people who have deviant thoughts act on them? Are we becoming so regulated as a society that we are now making thoughts illegal?

· Instruct the students to watch a television show that portrays deviant behavior, such as the Jerry Springer Show, “professional” wrestling, COPS, or another show that depicts violence, infidelity, or unusual behavior. Analyze the behavior featured. Does it appear to be real or is it a fabrication for the purposes of entertainment? Assuming the behavior is real, what theory might be appropriate to explain the behavior featured in the selection viewed? Why is the American viewing public so preoccupied with such shows and behavior? If the student has the capability, have them tape the show they watch and edit it to share with the class before discussing it. 
Annotated Suggested Films/TV Shows 

Bad Cops or Cops Getting A Bad Rap? Films for the Humanities and Sciences. 1994, 28 min. (Video).


This specially adapted program provides a platform for some so-called “bad cops” who say they’re getting a bum rap from the people they were hired to serve and protect.

CSI (Crime Scene Investigation) Miami. CBS. 2002. (Series).


This dramatic television series depicts fictitious police procedures in an American city. 
Cults: Heaven’s Gate and Branch Davidians. Twentieth Century with Mike Wallace. New Video Group. 1997, 50 min. (Video).

This video examines two cults in depth that were brought into the national spotlight. 

Reducing Violent Crime. Films for the Humanities and Sciences. 1995. 28 min. (Video).


Several city programs that are trying to reduce violence are described. 

So Violent a Nation. PBS Video. 1992, 60 min. (Video).

Bill Moyers looks at the problem of U. S. violence using investigative reports and interviews. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.
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