deviance and social control a sociological perspective
3rd edition

The intricate relationship between deviance and social control is a cornerstone of sociological inquiry.
Understanding how societies define, respond to, and attempt to manage behaviors that deviate from
established norms is crucial for grasping the very fabric of social order. This article delves into these
complex dynamics, drawing insights from a sociological perspective, particularly as illuminated by
foundational and contemporary theories. We will explore the multifaceted nature of deviance, examining
its causes, consequences, and the diverse mechanisms of social control employed to maintain societal
cohesion. From formal sanctions to informal pressures, we will dissect how these forces shape individual

behavior and societal structures, providing a comprehensive overview of this vital area of sociology.
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Understanding Deviance: Defining the Undefined

Deviance, in a sociological context, is not simply about breaking rules or laws; it is fundamentally about

social definition. What constitutes deviant behavior is not inherent in an act itself, but rather is constructed



through social interaction and cultural norms. Behaviors deemed unacceptable or threatening in one society
or time period might be commonplace or even celebrated in another. This understanding underscores the
relativistic nature of deviance, highlighting that its meaning is contingent upon the social context in which
it occurs. Sociologists analyze how labels are applied, who has the power to define what is deviant, and the

consequences of such labeling for individuals and groups.

The study of deviance and social control from a sociological perspective requires acknowledging that
societal norms are dynamic and often contested. What is considered a moral failing, a crime, or a mental
illness is a product of social agreement, often influenced by power structures and prevailing ideologies.
Therefore, understanding deviance necessitates exploring the social processes that create and maintain these

norms, as well as the reactions to their transgression.

Theoretical Frameworks for Deviance

Sociology offers a rich tapestry of theoretical perspectives to explain why deviance occurs and how societies
respond. These theories provide different lenses through which to view the complex interplay between

individuals, groups, and the social environment.

Anomie and Strain Theory

Pioneered by Emile Durkheim and later expanded by Robert Merton, anomie theory posits that deviance
arises from a societal condition of normlessness or a breakdown of social bonds. Durkheim argued that when
social norms are weak or absent, individuals may lack clear guidelines for behavior, leading to increased
deviance. Merton refined this, suggesting that deviance occurs when there is a disjunction between
culturally prescribed goals (like financial success) and the legitimate means available to achieve them.
Individuals may resort to deviant adaptations to bridge this gap, such as innovation (criminal means to

achieve success) or retreatism (dropping out of society).

Social Control Theories

Unlike theories that seek to explain why people become deviant, social control theories focus on why
people conform. Travis Hirschi's influential work identifies four key elements that create a social bond,
deterring individuals from deviance: attachment (to others), commitment (to conventional goals),
involvement (in conventional activities), and belief (in the validity of social norms). When these bonds are

weak or absent, individuals are more likely to engage in deviant behavior.

Labeling Theory

This symbolic interactionist perspective, prominent in the work of Howard Becker, argues that deviance is

not an inherent quality of an act but rather a consequence of the application of rules and sanctions by others.



‘When an individual is labeled as "deviant," this label can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, influencing
their self-identity and leading them to embrace the deviant role. The process of becoming a "deviant" is

seen as a social process, involving the imputation of a deviant identity by others.

Conflict Theory

From a conflict perspective, deviance is a product of power differentials within society. Dominant groups
define behaviors that threaten their interests as deviant, and these definitions are often enforced through
the legal system. Laws, therefore, are seen as instruments of power, used to maintain the status quo and
control subordinate groups. Crimes committed by the powerful are often treated differently from those

committed by the less powerful, reflecting this inherent bias.

Differential Association Theory

Developed by Edwin Sutherland, this theory suggests that deviance is learned through social interaction,
primarily within intimate personal groups. Individuals learn the techniques for committing deviant acts, as
well as the motives, rationalizations, and attitudes that favor such behavior. The more frequently and
intensely a person associates with people who hold deviant attitudes and behaviors, the more likely they

are to become deviant themselves.

Types of Deviance and Their Social Implications

Sociologists categorize deviance in various ways, recognizing that not all deviations from norms carry the
same weight or have the same social consequences. Understanding these distinctions is crucial for grasping

the nuanced application of social control.

Primary and Secondary Deviance

Edwin Lemert distinguished between primary and secondary deviance. Primary deviance refers to the
initial act of norm violation, which may not have significant consequences for an individual's self-concept or
social status. Secondary deviance, however, occurs when an individual internalizes a deviant label and their
behavior becomes a response to the societal reaction. The labeling process can lead to a self-identity that is

organized around the deviant role, leading to more persistent and pronounced deviance.

Crime and Types of Crime

Crime, as a specific form of deviance, is an act that violates criminal law and is punishable by the state.

Sociologists further categorize crime to understand its social patterns and underlying causes. These



categories include:

Street crime: Typically refers to offenses committed by ordinary people, often in public spaces, such

as robbery, assault, and burglary.

White-collar crime: Offenses committed by individuals in positions of power and authority during

their occupational activities, such as fraud, embezzlement, and bribery.

Organized crime: Criminal activities conducted by systematically organized groups, often involving

illegal markets and corruption.

Cybercrime: Criminal acts committed using computers and the internet, such as hacking, identity

theft, and online fraud.

The social implications of these different types of crime vary significantly, impacting public perception, law

enforcement priorities, and the severity of social control responses.

Moral Panics and Folk Devils

Stanley Cohen's concept of moral panic describes a widespread fear that a particular group or behavior is a
threat to the social order. This fear is often amplified by media and political figures, creating a "folk devil" —
a symbol of evil that represents the perceived threat. Moral panics can lead to increased social control

measures, sometimes disproportionate to the actual threat posed by the deviant behavior.

The Mechanisms of Social Control

Social control refers to the various ways societies regulate the behavior of their members to ensure
conformity to norms and expectations. These mechanisms can be both deliberate and unintended, operating

at different levels of social organization.

Internalization of Norms and Values

One of the most effective forms of social control is when individuals internalize societal norms and values.
Through socialization, individuals learn what is considered right and wrong, acceptable and unacceptable.
This internal compass guides their behavior, making external enforcement less necessary. When

individuals genuinely believe in the rules, they are less likely to deviate.



Social Pressure and Sanctions

Social control also operates through external pressures and sanctions. These can be positive, such as rewards
for conformity, or negative, such as punishment for deviance. Sociologists distinguish between different

types of sanctions, which are crucial for understanding how social control is enacted.

Formal vs. Informal Social Control

The mechanisms of social control can be broadly divided into two categories: formal and informal. Both are
essential for maintaining social order, but they operate through different means and with different levels of

institutionalization.

Informal Social Control

Informal social control involves the everyday interactions and reactions of individuals within a society. It

relies on unwritten rules, customs, and traditions. Examples include:

Praise and approval from friends and family for conforming behavior.

¢ Disapproval, gossip, or ostracism from peers for minor deviations.

Shaming or ridicule for embarrassing actions.

The subtle cues and expectations embedded in social interactions.

This form of control is pervasive and operates continuously, shaping behavior in ways that are often taken

for granted. It is particularly effective in tightly knit communities where social bonds are strong.

Formal Social Control

Formal social control involves the explicit and organized enforcement of laws and regulations by designated
authorities. This type of control is typically codified in legal systems and administered by institutions such

as the police, courts, and correctional facilities. Key aspects of formal social control include:

o Laws and legal statutes that define prohibited behaviors.
e Law enforcement agencies responsible for detecting and apprehending offenders.

¢ Judicial systems that determine guilt and administer punishment.



¢ Correctional systems that aim to punish, deter, and rehabilitate offenders.

‘While formal social control is essential for maintaining order in large, complex societies, it can sometimes be

criticized for being impersonal, biased, or overly punitive.

The Role of Institutions in Social Control

Various social institutions play a significant role in establishing and enforcing norms, thereby acting as
agents of social control. These institutions shape individuals' understanding of acceptable behavior and

provide mechanisms for responding to deviance.

The Family

The family is often the primary agent of socialization, teaching children fundamental norms, values, and
beliefs. Parental supervision, discipline, and the modeling of behavior all contribute to the development of
self-control and conformity. Dysfunctional family environments can, however, be linked to increased rates

of deviance.

The Education System

Schools not only impart knowledge and skills but also teach students about societal rules, authority, and the
importance of punctuality, cooperation, and respect for rules. The structure of the school environment,
with its regulations and disciplinary measures, serves as a microcosm of broader societal control

mechanisms.

Religion
Religious institutions often provide moral frameworks and ethical guidelines that shape individuals'

behavior. Religious doctrines frequently condemn certain actions as sinful or immoral, and religious

communities may exert social pressure to ensure adherence to these teachings.

The Media

The media plays a powerful role in shaping public perceptions of deviance and influencing social attitudes.
Through news reporting, entertainment, and advertising, the media can reinforce societal norms, create
moral panics, and define what is considered acceptable or deviant behavior. Its influence on public opinion

can significantly impact the application of social control measures.



The Criminal Justice System

As previously discussed, the criminal justice system is the most visible and formalized mechanism of social
control. It encompasses the police, courts, and corrections, all of which are tasked with preventing,
detecting, and responding to criminal behavior. The effectiveness and fairness of this system are subjects of

ongoing sociological debate.

Deviance, Social Control, and Social Change

The relationship between deviance and social control is not static; it is intrinsically linked to processes of
social change. What is considered deviant can evolve over time, often as a result of shifts in social values,

power dynamics, and collective consciousness.

Historically, many behaviors that were once considered deviant have become normalized or even
celebrated. For instance, the civil rights movement challenged discriminatory laws and practices,
reframing previously accepted norms as unjust and deviant. Similarly, shifts in attitudes towards gender
roles, sexuality, and mental health have led to changes in how certain behaviors are understood and

managed.

Conversely, new forms of deviance can emerge with technological advancements and societal
transformations, requiring new forms of social control. The rise of the internet, for example, has introduced
new challenges related to cybercrime, online harassment, and the spread of misinformation, necessitating

the development of new legal frameworks and control mechanisms.

Sociologists examine how social movements, cultural shifts, and the challenge to existing power structures
can lead to redefinitions of deviance and adaptations in social control strategies. Understanding this dynamic

interplay is crucial for a comprehensive sociological perspective.

Conclusion: Navigating Deviance and Social Control

In conclusion, deviance and social control are inextricably linked concepts that lie at the heart of sociological
inquiry. A sociological perspective reveals that deviance is not an inherent quality of an act but a socially
constructed phenomenon, shaped by norms, values, and power relations. Understanding deviance requires
exploring various theoretical frameworks, from anomie and strain theories to labeling and conflict

perspectives, each offering unique insights into its causes and manifestations.

The mechanisms of social control, encompassing both informal pressures and formal sanctions, are essential
for maintaining social order, though their effectiveness and fairness are often debated. Institutions such as
the family, education, religion, media, and the criminal justice system all play crucial roles in shaping
behavior and responding to deviations. Furthermore, the dynamic interplay between deviance and social
control is a catalyst for social change, as societal definitions of what is acceptable evolve over time. This
comprehensive examination highlights the ongoing sociological effort to understand how societies regulate

themselves and adapt to the ever-changing landscape of human behavior.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of "Deviance and Social Control: A Sociological
Perspective, 3rd Edition" regarding the understanding of deviance?

The central theme of the 3rd edition is that deviance is not an inherent quality of an act or person, but
rather a social construct. It emphasizes how societies define, label, and respond to behaviors deemed deviant,

highlighting the role of power, social context, and cultural norms in this process.

How does the 3rd edition differentiate its approach to social control

compared to previous editions or other texts?

The 3rd edition likely offers updated theoretical frameworks and contemporary examples of social control.
It might delve deeper into the nuances of informal versus formal social control, the increasing influence of
digital technologies and surveillance on social control mechanisms, and the intersectionality of deviance and

social control with various social identities (e.g., race, gender, class).

What are some key sociological theories of deviance that are likely
explored in detail in the 3rd edition?

The 3rd edition would undoubtedly cover foundational theories such as Strain Theory (Merton),
Differential Association Theory (Sutherland), Labeling Theory, Social Bond Theory (Hirschi), and Conflict
Theory. It's also probable that more recent developments in these areas, or entirely new theoretical

perspectives, are integrated.

What is the significance of "social reaction" in understanding deviance as

presented in the 3rd edition?

The concept of social reaction is paramount. The 3rd edition likely emphasizes that deviance is understood
through how others react to a behavior. This includes the process of labeling, the stigmatization of
individuals or groups, and the societal mechanisms (formal and informal) put in place to manage or punish

those labeled as deviant. The consequences of being labeled are a significant focus.

How does the 3rd edition address the role of power and inequality in the

study of deviance and social control?

The 3rd edition likely argues that power and inequality are central to understanding deviance and social
control. It would explore how dominant groups often have the power to define what is considered deviant,
how certain groups are disproportionately targeted by social control mechanisms, and how these processes

can perpetuate existing social inequalities.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to deviance and social control from a sociological perspective, with

descriptions:

1. Deviance and Social Control: A Sociological Perspective

This foundational text, likely the one you're referring to, provides a comprehensive overview of how
societies define, react to, and attempt to manage behavior considered outside the norm. It explores various
theories explaining the causes and consequences of deviance, examining its social construction and the
mechanisms of social control employed by institutions and individuals. The book delves into diverse forms

of deviance across different cultural and historical contexts.

2. The Outsiders

This classic sociological novel offers a poignant look at the social dynamics between two rival youth gangs,
the Greasers and the Socs, in a mid-20th century American city. It vividly illustrates how social class, group
affiliation, and peer influence contribute to the development of identity and the experience of deviance.
The book highlights the labels applied by society and how these labels can shape individual behavior and

self-perception.

3. The SS: A History

This book would likely examine the historical development and functions of the Schutzstaffel (SS) in Nazi
Germany as a powerful instrument of social control. It would analyze how the SS enforced ideological
conformity, suppressed dissent, and implemented discriminatory policies, serving as an extreme example of
state-sponsored social control mechanisms. The text would probably explore the sociological factors that

allowed such an organization to wield such immense power.

4. The Social Construction of Crime

This work would explore the idea that crime is not an inherent quality of an act but rather a label applied
by society. It would analyze how social, cultural, and political contexts influence what behaviors are
defined as criminal and how laws and enforcement practices are shaped by power dynamics. The book
would likely discuss the role of moral entrepreneurs and the media in defining and responding to

deviance.

5. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison

Michel Foucault's seminal work investigates the historical shift in penal practices from public spectacle to
the enclosed prison system. It argues that modern society employs new forms of surveillance and discipline
that permeate everyday life, shaping individuals' bodies and minds. The book critically examines the

relationship between power, knowledge, and the development of social control mechanisms.

6. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness
This impactful book argues that the current U.S. criminal justice system functions as a contemporary
system of racial control, disproportionately targeting and incarcerating Black men. It highlights how the

"war on drugs" and other policies have created a new caste system, effectively disenfranchising and



marginalizing a significant portion of the Black population. The book critically analyzes the concept of

"colorblindness" in relation to persistent racial inequality.

7. Normal Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies

This book examines how complex, tightly coupled technological systems, such as nuclear power plants or
air traffic control, are prone to catastrophic failures. It argues that these failures are not due to individual
incompetence but are inherent to the nature of such systems, leading to what the author terms "normal
accidents." The work explores how organizations attempt to control these risks, often with unintended and

negative consequences.

8. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life

Erving Goffman's influential sociological study applies dramaturgical principles to understand social
interaction. It posits that individuals act like actors on a stage, managing impressions and presenting a
particular "self" to others in various social settings. The book sheds light on how social interactions are

structured and how subtle forms of social control are exercised through these performances.

9. Straight Society and the Gay Man

This book likely explores the ways in which heterosexual norms and expectations shape the experiences of
gay men in society. It would analyze the social controls used to enforce heterosexuality and the challenges
faced by individuals whose identities and behaviors deviate from these dominant norms. The work would

examine the social construction of sexuality and its relationship to social order and deviance.
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