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• Foreword •

By the time sociology came to universities at the beginning of the 20th century, all 
the “good” topics had been snatched up by earlier arrivals: Historians got to write 

about wars and kings and queens, economists acquired the market as their special 
turf, and political science took control of the state and government. Sociology was 
left with whatever topics were left over, especially (chief among these less desirable 
subjects) the “bad behavior” nice people didn’t like in the increasingly urbanized 
society they lived in: slums, gangs, prostitution, alcoholism, and crime. No one had 
to worry, then, about defining this field or justifying all these disparate topics being 
treated under one heading. It seemed obvious to all right-thinking people that these 
things were problems that needed looking into. Sociologists took them over as their 
own, and the nature of these problems (and the solutions to them everyone hoped the 
new science would provide) defined the nature of the field.

Since university disciplines like to make sense of what they are doing, sociologists 
soon began to look for a unifying thread, for what all these things had in common 
that justified calling studying them a scientific field. Once you question the common-
sense idea that they all simply exemplified “bad behavior” or “social problems,” you 
commit yourself to finding a more logical and scientifically defensible description of 
what you’re doing. Sociologists worked hard to come up with that definition. What 
they came up with, in the end, was not a definition but definitions, lots of them. To 
go beyond saying these were all simply differing versions of badness, to define what 
made bad people’s behavior bad, created great difficulties because people don’t agree 
on that kind of definition. The commonsense understanding of “badness” included 
a mixture of very different things: drunkenness, stealing, craziness—the definition 
really consisted of nothing more than a list of activities that the law banned. Because 
legislatures make laws not to define the subject matter of a science but rather to satisfy 
constituents, the science part comes hard.

For many years, taking commonsense ideas of bad behavior at face value and 
accepting conventional definitions of what “bad” was, sociologists tried to make 
science by accepting and trying to prove and improve upon equally commonsense 
explanations of why people behaved badly. They mostly relied on one of two ideas. 
On one hand, some theories said that people did bad things because they were inher-
ently bad—there were plenty of genetic theories in the early history of criminology, 
identifying potential criminals by physical markers of bad heredity—similar to the 
markers of feeblemindedness, another topic that sociology and criminology had on 
their hands—or because they lived in bad circumstances, which turned otherwise 
normal children into delinquents, sane people into the mentally ill, and healthy  
people into alcoholics and drug addicts.

These general ideas, scarcely worth being dignified as general theories, for many 
years dominated the classes taught under such titles as “Social Disorganization” or 
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“Social Problems.” Textbooks and lectures proceeded along a well-marked path of 
problems, dominated by well-known kinds of crimes—starting with juvenile delin-
quency and following criminal types through more adult crimes like robbery, theft, 
burglary, and murder—and equally familiar kinds of personal pathologies, revolv-
ing around pleasurable forms of behavior that right-thinking people thought were 
wrong—sex, drugs, and alcohol, all three leading to mental illness. Teachers and 
books rehearsed the numerous and varied things that had been found to be correlated 
with bad behaviors and presumably to cause them: living in a slum neighborhood, 
coming from a broken home (that is, a household not headed by a married heterosex-
ual couple), low educational achievement, and a long list of other phenomena usually 
correlated with some measure of social class so that, in some fundamental sense, the 
cause of all this pathology seemed to be being poor.

Such an approach did not produce a lot of results. What one study found was 
often contradicted by another study, and eventually, some sociologists and crimino
logists began to take a more neutral approach to these subject matters, seeing them 
not as signs of bad character or heredity but rather as signs of a mixed-up society, 
whose operations and organization made it likely that some sizable number of peo-
ple would find it attractive and/or profitable to engage in behavior that led them 
into conflict with the law (as the gang members in West Side Story sang, “We’re not 
depraved, we’re deprived!”).

Since finding the causes of bad behavior in society did not produce reliable results 
any more than genetic and psychological theories had, some sociologists began to 
look further. They asked about a larger spectrum of things and focused on what we 
might call “the crime industry,” the agencies and organizations that made laws that 
defined what things were crimes, that devoted themselves to finding people who had 
violated these laws, adjudicating their cases and administering the punishments and 
forms of supervision the resolution of those cases dictated: the legislatures that made 
the laws, the police who found the guilty parties, the courts where their cases were 
decided, the jails and prisons where they served their sentences, and the parole offices 
and officers that oversaw those who came out at the other end of this process.

All this research is best summarized, as the authors of this book have done, by 
considering the variety of theories that sociologists and criminologists have cre-
ated to make sense of this confusing mass of ideas and of the research the variety 
of ideas has engendered. Reading their crisp, informative summaries of so many 
conflicting ideas and then the wisely chosen illustrative examples of what you get 
from each approach will give students the best possible introduction to a lively and 
still developing field of research.

Howard S. Becker
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• Preface •

W hile there are many textbooks and readers on deviant behavior currently on 
the market, this book is unique because it is framed within and written entirely 

from a sociological perspective. We explain the development of major sociological 
theoretical perspectives and detail how those theories have been used to think about 
and study the causes of deviant behavior and the reactions to it. We find the theories 
fascinating, and we think you will, too. We have provided many specific examples of 
deviant behavior and social control within the text so that students will have numer-
ous opportunities to apply the concepts and theories and make connections to their 
everyday lives. In the following, we describe how Perspectives on Deviance and Social 
Control, Second Edition, differs from existing texts on the market.

In contrast to most of the popular readers and textbooks on deviant behavior, this 
book is primarily organized around theories and perspectives of deviance, rather than 
types of deviant behavior or a singular approach to understanding deviance. We have 
aimed for a combination of both depth and breadth in this book; in taking a broad 
sociological perspective, we focus on theory but also include full chapters on research-
ing deviance, the societal responses to deviance, and deviant careers.

We hope this book will serve as a guide to students delving into the fascinating 
world of deviance and social control for the first time, offering clear overviews of 
issues and perspectives in the field as well as introductions to classic and current 
research. Perspectives on Deviance and Social Control, Second Edition, is intended to 
replace standard deviance textbooks or readers; it can be used in both undergraduate 
and graduate deviance courses.

Overview of Features
Perspectives on Deviance and Social Control, Second Edition, includes topics generally 
found in textbooks on deviant behavior, with significant focus on the major socio-
logical theories of deviance and discussion of rulemaking and societal reaction to 
deviance. This book offers clear explanations and discussion of concepts and theo-
ries and carefully selected examples to illustrate relevant topics. This book features 
the following:

1.	 An introductory section explaining the sociological perspective on deviance 
and social control. This section provides an overview on the organization 
and content of the book and also introduces relevant themes, issues, and 
concepts to assist students in understanding the different perspectives. Along 
with the introduction, we have full chapters on the diversity of deviance and 
methods of researching deviance to introduce students to the broader issues 
in the field.
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2.	 Each chapter includes five different features or sections that prompt students 
to engage with the material, apply the concepts, and learn more about current 
research. These features include the following:

•	 Deviance in Popular Culture—offers several examples of films and/or 
television shows and encourages students to apply the concepts and 
theories to the behavior depicted in these examples

•	 Explaining Deviance in the Streets and Deviance in the Suites—explores the 
impact of social class and status on different types of deviance and the 
reactions to such behavior

•	 Ideas in Action—highlights examples of current policies or programs 
designed to address deviant behaviors from the perspective(s) covered in 
each chapter

•	 Now You—asks students to apply the material they learned in the chapter 
to specific questions or examples

•	 Global Perspectives on Deviance—illustrates the wide range of deviance  
by covering examples of research, policies, and practices from around the 
world

3.	 Each chapter includes discussion questions and exercises or assignments that 
will give students a chance to test and extend their knowledge of the material.

4.	 The book contains a glossary of key terms.

Structure of the Book
We chose very deliberately to organize our book around sociological theories rather 
than around types of deviance. This is in direct opposition to most of the competing 
texts on the market, and it is one of the reasons you might consider using our book. 
We believe the theoretically based approach offers students fertile ground for learning 
and exploring the realm of deviant behavior and social control. Once they learn the 
different theoretical perspectives, students will be able to apply the different theories 
to virtually any type of deviant behavior and, furthermore, be able to compare and 
contrast the theoretical models and decide for themselves which offers the most com-
pelling explanation for the behavior. This is the kind of understanding and flexibility 
we hope our students achieve; while studying types of deviance is certainly interest-
ing, being able to consider both individual and macro-level causes and explanations 
seems to us the larger and more important goal.

The book is divided into 12 chapters that cover an overview of the field of devi-
ance and social control, methods and examples of researching deviance, the major 
theoretical traditions used in studying deviance, and a glimpse into the social control 
of deviance and deviant careers. The theory chapters each provide an overview of a 
theoretical perspective and its development, critiques of the perspective, and examples 
of current developments and research in that theoretical tradition. The chapters are 
as follows:
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Chapter 1. Introduction to Deviance: We first provide the basic building blocks 
for studying deviant behavior from a sociological perspective. Different conceptions 
of deviance are described, and students are encouraged to develop and use their socio-
logical imagination in studying deviant behavior. We explain the organization of 
the book and why we believe theory is so critical to understanding and researching 
deviance.

Chapter 2. The Diversity of Deviance: In this chapter, we offer an overview of 
some of the many types of deviance and show how our conceptions of deviance vary 
widely and change over time. We encourage students to think broadly about deviance 
and to always consider the culture, context, and historical period in which the “devi-
ant” act takes place.

Chapter 3. Researching Deviance: This chapter addresses the many ways one 
might go about researching deviant behavior and social control. We highlight differ-
ent research methods and the strengths and weaknesses of each approach. Examples 
are used throughout to make abstract concepts concrete for students.

Chapter 4. Anomie/Strain Theory: This chapter looks at one of the first  
sociological theories of deviance and traces the development of anomie and strain 
theories from Durkheim’s, Merton’s, and Cloward and Ohlin’s macro-level ideas 
on how the very structure of society contributes to deviant behavior to Agnew’s 
general strain theory and Messner and Rosenfeld’s institutional strain theory, 
which offer contemporary views on individual and institutional strain and the 
resulting deviance.

Chapter 5. Social Disorganization Theory: We discuss another early sociologi-
cal perspective on deviance in this chapter: social disorganization theory, developed 
from early research on Chicago to explain patterns of deviance and crime across social 
locations, such as neighborhoods. We offer an overview of the perspective and show 
how it is being used today to explain high levels of deviance and violence in particular 
neighborhoods.

Chapter 6. Differential Association and Social Learning Theories: How do 
individuals learn to become deviant? This chapter covers ideas and research that try  
to answer that exact question. We explain the key ideas of Sutherland’s differential 
association and Akers’s social learning theories and offer an overview of the develop-
ment of a sociological perspective that argues that deviance is learned through com-
munication with intimate others.

Chapter 7. Social Control Theories of Deviance: Social control theories begin 
by flipping the question; rather than asking why individuals deviate, social con-
trol theories ask, If we are born prone to deviance, what keeps us from commit-
ting deviant acts? In this chapter, we trace the development of social control and 
life course theories and look at the importance of the individual’s social bonds to  
conforming society.
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Chapter 8. Labeling Theory: In this chapter, we look at the importance of being 
labeled deviant. We begin with a brief overview of symbolic interactionism, which 
then leads to a discussion of the labeling process and how it can affect individuals’ 
self-concepts and life chances.

Chapter 9. Marxist and Conflict Theories of Deviance: Within the conflict 
perspective, power and inequality are key considerations in defining who and what is 
deviant in any given society. In this chapter, we begin with the ideas of Karl Marx and 
go on to show how Marxist perspectives have been used to study lawmaking and how 
the process of defining and creating deviant behavior is used to maintain positions of 
power in society.

Chapter 10. Critical Theories of Deviance: In this chapter, we focus on theo-
ries that examine deviance from a perspective that questions the normative status 
quo. We offer brief overviews of peacemaking criminology, feminist criminology, 
and critical race theory as alternative perspectives for studying deviance and social 
control.

Chapter 11. Societal Responses to Deviance: In this chapter, we offer a brief 
look into informal and formal social control of deviance. We discuss the medicaliza-
tion (and medication) of deviance, mental hospitals, prisons and juvenile correctional 
facilities, felon disenfranchisement, and general effects of stigma on those labeled 
deviant.

Chapter 12. Deviant Careers and Career Deviance: While much attention is 
focused on getting into deviance, in this chapter, we consider the full deviant career, 
including desistance, or the process of exiting deviance.

Each chapter offers original material that introduces students to the issues, con-
cepts, and theories covered in that chapter and contextualizes the examples used to 
show the wide variation in deviance and social control.

New to This Edition
Perspectives on Deviance and Social Control is a slimmed-down volume that follows the orga-
nization of our text/reader, Deviance and Social Control: A Sociological Perspective, Second 
Edition. This book offers a concise overview of the materials without including the addi-
tional readings found in Deviance and Social Control. In this new edition, we have updated 
the text, where appropriate, based on new examples and studies that illustrate the major 
sociological theories of deviance. While we included a chapter on global perspectives on 
deviance in the first edition, we have reorganized this new edition to include a section 
in every chapter that examines global issues in deviance and societal responses to devi-
ant behavior or characteristics. We feel incorporating global examples into each chapter 
offers a better chance for students to be exposed to international perspectives while they 
are learning the substantive material, rather than our previous model of including global 
issues and examples in a separate chapter at the end of the book.



xx    Perspectives on Deviance and Social Control

Many of the introductory vignettes that begin each chapter have been entirely 
changed or modified and help to provide a clear starting point for each theory and 
topic. In addition, the majority of inserts in each chapter including “Explaining 
Deviance in the Streets and Deviance in the Suites,” “Deviance in Popular Culture,” 
and “Now You” have been updated or changed in order to better orient students to 
the relevance of theory and research in understanding deviance and social control in 
modern society.

Key theoretical concepts have been expanded, and the new edition includes dis-
cussions of social constructionist conception, the looking-glass self, multicultural 
feminism, social control of mental illness, and restorative justice. Reflecting the 
impact of the digital world on our society, the new edition includes a closer look at 
the influence of the internet on deviance and subcultures and explores emerging 
topics such as the use of smartphones and social media, stigma management in 
the internet age, the #MeToo movement, and the effect of platforms like YouTube. 
Demonstrating recent trends and events today, the data have been updated through-
out, and recent events like the Trump administration’s stance on transgender indi-
viduals serving in the military, The UnSlut Project, and the Black Lives Matter 
movement are considered. Additionally, pressing topics impacting society and stu-
dents, such as human trafficking, school shootings, and world energy consumption 
rates, have been added.

A great deal of thinking and work was involved in the creation of this new 
edition, but the work was a labor of love as we grew as scholars rethinking and 
investigating the subject of deviance and reactions to deviance to date. We hope 
instructors assigning the text appreciate the changes; we welcome your feedback 
for subsequent editions. Feel free to contact any or all of the authors if you have 
suggestions.

Digital Resources
SAGE offers an exceptionally robust set of offerings for both student and instructor 
resources, all accessible from each title’s companion website. The Student Study Site 
is completely open access, making it as easy as possible for your students to use. The 
Instructor Teaching Site is verified and password-protected, offering you both peace of 
mind and a wealth of support for your courses.

Password-protected Instructor Resources include the following:

�� A Microsoft® Word test bank is available containing multiple-choice, true/
false, short-answer, and essay questions for each chapter. The test bank 
provides you with a diverse range of prewritten options as well as the 
opportunity for editing any question and/or inserting your own personalized 
questions to assess students’ progress and understanding.

�� Editable, chapter-specific Microsoft® PowerPoint® slides offer you complete 
flexibility in easily creating a multimedia presentation for your course. 
Highlight essential content and features.
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�� Sample course syllabi for semester and quarter courses provide suggested 
models for use when creating the syllabi for your courses.

�� Lively and stimulating chapter activities that can be used in class to reinforce 
active learning. The activities apply to individual or group projects.

�� Video and multimedia links that appeal to students with different learning 
styles.

�� EXCLUSIVE! Access to certain full-text SAGE journal articles that have been 
carefully selected for each chapter. Each article supports and expands on the 
concepts presented in the chapter.

The open-access Student Study Site includes the following:

�� Mobile-friendly eFlashcards reinforce understanding of key terms and 
concepts that have been outlined in the chapters.

�� Mobile-friendly web quizzes allow for independent assessment of progress 
made in learning course material.

�� EXCLUSIVE! Access to certain full-text SAGE journal articles have been 
carefully selected for each chapter. Each article supports and expands on the 
concepts presented in the chapter.

�� Video and multimedia links that appeal to students with different learning 
styles.
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Introduction to Deviance

Public Nudity

Founded in 1972, the Fremont Fair is one of Seattle’s most beloved neighborhood street 

festivals, featuring a weekend of eclectic activities that celebrate the quirky community of 

Fremont, the self-proclaimed “center of the universe.” Held annually in mid-June to coin-

cide with the Summer Solstice, the event draws more than 100,000 people to shop, eat, 

drink, mingle, groove, and enjoy all manners of creative expression. Artistic highlights 

include craft and art booths, street performers, local bands, wacky decorated art cars, the 

free-spirited Solstice Parade produced by the Fremont Arts Council, and many other oddi-

ties that personify Fremont’s official motto “Delibertus Quirkus”—Freedom to be Peculiar.

—Fremont Fair (2010; see also Fremont Fair, 2018b)

The Fremont Arts Council (FAC) is a community-based celebration arts organization.  

We value volunteerism; community participation; artistic expression; and the sharing  

of arts skills. We welcome the participation of everyone regardless of who they are, or 

what they think or believe.

The rules of the Fremont Solstice Parade, which make this event distinct from other 

types of parades, are:

•	 No written or printed words or logos

•	 No animals (except service animals)

•	 No motorized vehicles (except wheelchairs)

•	 No real weapons or fire

—Fremont Arts Council (2018)
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It is true that a parade with no logos, animals, or motorized vehicles is different 

from most parades that we experience in the United States. But one more thing 

sets the Fremont Solstice Parade apart from other parades: the public displays of 

nudity. Every year at the parade, a contingent of nude, body-painted bicyclists (both 

men and women) ride through the streets of Fremont as part of the parade. Rain or 

shine (and let’s face it, in June in Seattle, there can be a lot of rain), a large group 

of naked adults cycle down the street as the crowds cheer and wave. The Fremont 

City Council estimates that more than 100,000 people visit the weekend fair, and 

pictures show that the streets are crowded with parade watchers, from the very 

young to elderly.

On the Fremont Fair webpage, the traditions of the “free-spirited event” are 

explained:

What is the etiquette with body paint? We won’t deny it, the Fremont 

Fair and Fremont Solstice Parade are partially famous for body-painted 

bicyclists and revelers. If you are one of the body painted participants 

please note: The Fremont restaurants and bars greatly appreciate if 

you can carry a towel with you to place on the chair/booth you dine and 

drink in. If you don’t, they are left scrubbing for weeks to come, which 

is a mess and can permanently damage decor. They love to have you in 

their establishments, but please be respectful of their furnishings. Also, 

remember that many families with small children attend the fair. Please be 

considerate of children’s eye level. Plus, if you are not on a bike you should 

cover it up.

Is the Fremont Fair appropriate for children? The Fremont Fair welcomes 

family members of all ages! In fact, there are special activities just for kids and 

families. However, Solstice-goers should be aware this is a very eclectic and 

free-spirited event. Some Solstice guests appear in full or partial body paint, 

and a variety of other colorful costumes (this is typically limited to Saturday’s 

festivities.) (Fremont Fair, 2018a)

Contrast this event with the following stories of flashers across the country during 

the Summer Solstice weekend in 2017. A quick Google search of “flasher in June 2017” 

brings up four articles about police in Arizona, Oklahoma, Texas, and Ontario, Canada, 

looking for men who exposed themselves in public in the months of May and June.  
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In each of these cities, men exposed themselves on the street or in parks to various 

passersby (mostly women). In each instance, the behavior of the men was reported to 

the police and/or reported on social media. And in at least one instance, the flasher  

was arrested and charged with a crime.

While all of these events center on public displays of nudity, one is celebrated while 

the others are vilified. Why?

Introduction
You might expect that a book about deviance would start with a definition of devi-
ance. But like all things worth studying, a simple definition does not exist. For exam-
ple, in the stories above, one public display of nudity was not only welcomed but 
celebrated by 6-year-olds and grandmothers alike, but another display led to arrest 
and possible jail time. Why? This chapter and this book explore how it can be that the 
Fremont Solstice Parade was celebrated in the same summer that a flasher was arrested 
and held on $50,000 bail until charged.
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PHOTOS 1.1 and 1.2  When is a public display of nudity considered deviant? When is it celebrated?
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Conceptions of Deviance
All deviance textbooks offer their “conceptions of deviance.” Rubington and Weinberg 
(2008) argue that there are generally two conceptions of deviance: “objectively given” 
and “subjectively problematic.” Clinard and Meier (2015) also suggest two general 
conceptions of deviance, the normative conception and the reactionist or relativ-
ist conception. Thio, Taylor, and Schwartz (2012) argue that we can view deviance 
from a positivist perspective or a social constructionist perspective.

While none of these authors are using the same language, they are defining similar 
conceptions of deviance. The first conception—that of an “objectively given,” norma-
tive, or positivist conception of deviance—assumes that there is a general set of norms 
of behavior, conduct, and conditions on which we can agree. Norms are rules of behav-
ior that guide people’s actions. Sumner (1906) broke norms down into three categories: 
folkways, mores, and laws. Folkways are everyday norms that do not generate much 
uproar if they are violated. Think of them as behaviors that might be considered rude 
if engaged in, like standing too close to someone while speaking or picking one’s nose. 
Mores are “moral” norms that may generate more outrage if broken. In a capitalist 
society, homelessness and unemployment can elicit outrage if the person is considered 
unworthy of sympathy. Similarly, drinking too much or alcoholism may be seen as a 
lapse in moral judgment. Finally, the third type of norm is the law, considered the 
strongest norm because it is backed by official sanctions (or a formal response). In this 
conception, then, deviance becomes a violation of a rule understood by the majority 
of the group. This rule may be minor, in which case the deviant is seen as “weird but 
harmless,” or the rule may be major, in which case the deviant is seen as “criminal.” 
The obvious problem with this conceptualization goes back to the earlier examples of 
reactions to public nudity, where we see that violation of a most “serious” norm (law) 
can receive quite different reactions. This leads to the second conception.

Be Careful Who You Are Calling Deviant:  
Body Rituals Among the Nacirema
In 1956, Horace Miner published an article on 
the Nacirema, a poorly understood culture that 
he claimed engaged in body rituals and cere-
monies that were unique, obsessive, and almost 
magical. He highlighted several of these beliefs 
and actions:

The fundamental belief of the Nacirema 
people is that the human body is ugly and 
prone to “debility and disease.”

The people engage in rituals and ceremonies 
in a “ritual center” considered to be a shrine. 
Affluent members of society may have more 

than one shrine devoted to these rituals and 
ceremonies.

Each shrine has, near its center point, a 
box or chest filled with magical potions. 
Many believe they cannot live without these 
magical potions and so collect to the point 
of hoarding them, afraid to let them go even 
when it is determined they may no longer 
hold their magic.

The people have an “almost pathological 
horror and fascination with the mouth, 
the condition of which is believed to have 
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The second conception of deviance—the “subjectively problematic,” reactionist or 
relativist, social constructionist conception—assumes that the definition of deviance is 
constructed based on the interactions of those in society. According to this conception, 
behaviors or conditions are not inherently deviant; they become so when the defini-
tion of deviance is applied to them. The study of deviance is not about why certain 
individuals violate norms but, instead, about how those norms are constructed. Social 
constructionists believe that our understanding of the world is in constant negotiation 
between actors. Those who have a relativist conception of deviance define deviance as 
those behaviors that elicit a definition or label of deviance:

Social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infraction constitutes 
deviance, and by applying those rules to particular people and labeling them 
as outsiders. For this point of view, 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.” The deviant is one to whom that label has 
successfully been applied; deviant behavior is behavior that people so label. 
(Becker, 1973, p. 9)

This is a fruitful conceptualization, but it is also problematic. What about very seri-
ous violations of norms that are never known or reacted to? Some strict reactionists or 
relativists would argue that these acts (beliefs or attitudes) are not deviant. Most of us 
would agree that killing someone and making it look like he or she simply skipped the 
country is deviant. However, there may be no reaction.

A third conception of deviance that has not been advanced in many textbooks 
(for an exception, see DeKeseredy, Ellis, & Alvi, 2005) is a critical definition of devi-
ance (DeKeseredy & Dragiewicz, 2012; Jensen, 2007). Those working from a criti-
cal conception of deviance argue that the normative understanding of deviance 
is established by those in power to maintain and enhance their power. It suggests  
that explorations of deviance have focused on a white, male, middle- to upper-class 

a supernatural influence on all social 
relationships. Were it not for the rituals 
of the mouth, they believe that their teeth 
would fall out, their gums bleed, their jaws 
shrink, their friends desert them, and their 
lovers reject them” (p. 504).

Miner never lets on that this fascinating 
culture that believes magic will transform its 
members’ ugly, diseased bodies is actually 
American (Nacirema spelled backward) cul-
ture. But his point is made: Our understanding 

and interpretation of events and behaviors is 
often relative. If we step back from the everyday 
events in which we engage with little thought, 
our most accepted practices can be made to 
seem deviant.

Take a moment to examine an everyday activ-
ity that you engage in from the perspective of an 
outsider. What might watching television, going 
to a sporting event, babysitting, or surfing look 
like to those who have never experienced it? Can 
you write a description of this everyday event 
from an outsider’s point of view?

Source: Miner (1956).
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understanding of society that implies that people of color, women, and the working 
poor are by definition deviant. Instead of focusing on individual types of deviance, this 
conception critiques the social system that exists and creates such norms in the first 
place. This, too, is a useful and powerful approach, but there are still some things that 
the vast majority of society agrees are so immoral, unethical, and deviant that they 
should be illegal, and that the system can serve to protect our interests against.

Given that each of these conceptualizations is useful but problematic, we do not 
adhere to a single conception of deviance in this book because the theories of devi-
ance do not adhere to a single conception. You will see that several of our theories 
assume a normative conception, whereas several assume a social constructionist or 
critical conception. As you explore each theory, think about what the conception of 
deviance and theoretical perspective mean for the questions we ask and answer about 
deviance (Table 1.1).

TABLE 1.1  ●  Conceptions of Deviance

Conceptions of 
Deviance Assumptions

Definition of 
Deviance

Example Research 
Question

Normative or 
Positivist

There is a general 
set of norms of 
behavior, conduct, 
and conditions on 
which we can agree.

Deviance is a 
violation of a rule 
understood by the 
majority of the 
group.

“What leads an 
individual to 
engage in deviant 
behavior?”

Relativist or Social 
Constructionist

Nothing is inherently 
deviant; our 
understanding of the 
world is in constant 
negotiation between 
actors.

Deviance is any 
behavior that elicits 
a definition or label 
of deviance.

“What characteristics 
increase the 
likelihood that 
an individual or a 
behavior will be 
defined as deviant?”

Critical The normative 
understanding 
of deviance is 
established by those 
in power to maintain 
and enhance their 
power.

Instead of focusing 
on individual types 
of deviance, this 
conception critiques 
the social system 
that exists and 
creates such norms 
in the first place.

“What is the 
experience of the 
homeless, and 
who is served by 
their treatment as 
deviant?”

How Do You Define Deviance?
As Justice Potter Stewart of the Supreme Court 
once famously wrote about trying to define 
obscene materials, “I shall not today attempt 

further to define the kinds of material I understand 
to be embraced within that shorthand description; 
and perhaps I could never succeed in intelligibly 
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The Sociological Imagination
Those of us who are sociologists can probably remember the first time we were intro-
duced to the concept of the sociological imagination. C. Wright Mills argues 
that the only way to truly understand the experiences of the individual is to first 
understand the societal, institutional, and historical conditions that individual is 
living under. In other words, Mills believes that no man, woman, or child is an 
island. Below is an excerpt from Mills’s (1959/2000) profound book, The Sociological 
Imagination.

Men do not usually define the troubles they endure in terms of historical 
change and institutional contradiction. The well-being they enjoy, they 
do not usually impute to the big ups and downs of the societies in which 
they live. Seldom aware of the intricate connection between the patterns 
of their own lives and the course of world history, ordinary men do not 
usually know what this connection means for the kinds of men they are 
becoming and for the kinds of history-making in which they might take part. 
They do not possess the quality of mind essential to grasp the interplay of 
man and society, of biography and history, of self and world. They cannot 
cope with their personal troubles in such ways as to control the structural 
transformations that usually lie behind them. . . .

The sociological imagination enables its possessor to understand the 
larger historical scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the 
external career of a variety of individuals. It enables him to take into 
account how individuals, in the welter of their daily experience, often 
become falsely conscious of their social positions. With that welter, the 
framework of modern society is sought, and within that framework the 
psychologies of a variety of men and women are formulated. By such 
means the personal uneasiness of individuals is focused upon explicit 
troubles and the indifference of publics is transformed into involvement 
with public issues.

The first fruit of this imagination—and the first lesson of the social science 
that embodies it—is the idea that the individual can understand his own 

doing so. But I know it when I see it” (Jacobellis v. 
Ohio, 1964). Those who do not study deviance for a 
living probably find themselves in the same boat; 
it may be hard to write a definition, but how hard 
could it be to “know it when we see it”?

Choose a busy place to sit and observe human 
behavior for one hour. Write down all the behav-
iors that you observe during that hour. Do you 
consider any of these behaviors to be deviant? 

Which conception of deviance are you using when 
you define each as deviant? Might there be some 
instances (e.g., places or times) when that behav-
ior you consider to be nondeviant right now might 
become deviant? Finally, bring your list of behav-
iors to class. In pairs, share your list of behaviors 
and your definitions of deviant behaviors with 
your partner. Do you agree on your categoriza-
tion? Why or why not?
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experience and gauge his own fate 
only by locating himself within his 
period, that he can know his own 
chances in life only by becoming 
aware of those of all individuals in 
his circumstances. In many ways it 
is a terrible lesson; in many ways a 
magnificent one. . . .

In these terms, consider 
unemployment. When, in a city of  
100,000, only one man is 
unemployed, that is his personal 
trouble, and for its relief we 
properly look to the character of 

the man, his skills, and his immediate opportunities. But when in a nation 
of 50 million employees, 15 million men are unemployed, that is an issue, 
and we may not hope to find its solution within the range of opportunities 
open to any one individual. The very structure of opportunities has 
collapsed. Both the correct statement of the problem and the range of 
possible solutions require us to consider the economic and political 
institutions of the society, and not merely the personal situation and 
character of a scatter of individuals. . . .

What we experience in various and specific milieux, I have noted, is often 
caused by structural changes. Accordingly, to understand the changes of many 
personal milieux we are required to look beyond them. And the number and 
variety of such structural changes increase as the institutions within which 
we live become more embracing and more intricately connected with one 
another. To be aware of the idea of social structure and to use it with sensibility 
is to be capable of tracing such linkages among a great variety of milieux. To 
be able to do that is to possess the sociological imagination. (The Sociological 
Imagination by C. Wright Mills [2000] pp. 3–11. By permission of Oxford 
University Press, USA.)

One of our favorite examples of the sociological imagination in action is the 
“salad bar” example. In the United States, one of the persistent philosophies is that 
of individualism and personal responsibility. Under this philosophy, individuals are 
assumed to be solely responsible for their successes and failures. This philosophy 
relies heavily on the notion that individuals are rational actors who weigh the costs 
and benefits of their actions, can see the consequences of their behavior, and have 
perfect information. The salad bar example helps those who rely heavily on this 
conception of the individual to see the importance of social structure to individual 
behavior.

No one doubts that when you order a salad bar at a restaurant, you are respon-
sible for building your own salad. Every person makes his or her own salad, and no 
two salads look exactly alike. Some make salads with lots of lettuce and vegetables, 
very little cheese, and fat-free dressing. Others create a salad that is piled high 

PHOTO 1.3   
The salad bar 
can represent 
the restriction 
on choices that 
individuals have. 
We can only make 
our salad with the 
ingredients  
offered to us on  
the salad bar.
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with cheese, croutons, and lots and lots of dressing. Those who are unhappy with 
their choices while making their salad have only themselves to blame, right? Not 
necessarily.

A salad is only as good as the salad bar it is created from. In other words, individ-
uals making a salad can only make a salad from the ingredients supplied from the 
salad bar. If the restaurant is out of croutons that day or decided to put watermelon 
out instead of cantaloupe, the individual must build his or her salad within these con-
straints. Some individuals with a great sense of personal power or privilege may request 
additional items from the back of the restaurant, but most individuals will choose to 
build a salad based on the items available to them on the salad bar. In other words, 
the individual choice is constrained by the larger social forces of delivery schedules, 
food inventory, and worker decision making. The sociological imagination is especially 
important to understand because it is the building block for our understanding of devi-
ance and sociological theory.

The sociological imagination helps us understand the impact of social forces on 
both engaging in and reacting to deviance. One of the easiest reactions to or assump-
tions about people who engage in deviance is that they are “sick” or “mentally ill.” 
This assumption is what we refer to as pathologizing individuals. It puts all the 
responsibility for their actions onto them without asking what impact the social 
forces and social structures around them might have. The sociological imagination 
reminds us that individuals exist in a larger social system, and they impact that larger 
social system just as it impacts them. One of the ways to systematically understand 
these impacts is to understand sociological theory.

DEVIANCE IN POPULAR CULTURE

Many types of deviance are portrayed and investi-
gated in popular culture. Films and shows on tele-
vision, the internet, and social media, for example, 
illustrate a wide range of deviant behavior and social 
control. There are often several interpretations of 
what acts are deviant. How do you know when an 
act or person is deviant? One way to develop your 
sociological imagination is to watch films or shows, 
listen to music, and engage with social media from 
a critical perspective and to think about how differ-
ent theories would explain the deviant behavior and 
the reactions portrayed. Films, music, and social 
media offer examples of cultural norms, different 
types of deviant behavior, and coping with stigma.

Television—reality shows and the TLC network 
in particular—features a number of programs 
offering an inside view of people perceived as 
deviant or different in some way and how they deal 
with stigma from various sources.

The internet may be one of the best places to 
go for examples of deviance and social control. It is 
all right at our fingertips all the time.

In each of the chapters that follow, we will sug-
gest one or more features of pop culture for you to 
watch from the theoretical perspective outlined in 
the chapter. We think you’ll soon agree: Deviance 
is all around us.
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The Importance of Theory and  
Its Relationship to Research
The three of us (the authors of this book) spent many hours discussing the importance 
of theory as we wrote this book. Why did we choose to write a textbook about devi-
ance with theory as the central theme? Many of you may also be asking this question 
and worrying that a book about theory may suck the life right out of a discussion 
about deviance. Really, who wants to be thinking about theory when we could be 
talking about “nuts, sluts, and preverts” (Liazos, 1972)? But this is precisely why we 
must make theory central to any discussion of deviance—because theory helps us sys-
tematically think about deviance. If it weren’t for theory, classes about deviance would 
be akin to watching MTV’s Jersey Shore (Family Vacation edition) or Bravo’s The Real 
Housewives of New Jersey (why is New Jersey so popular for these shows?)—it may be 
entertaining, but we have no clearer understanding of the “real” people of New Jersey 
when we are done watching.

Theory is what turns anecdotes about human behavior into a systematic under-
standing of societal behavior. It does this by playing an intricate part in research and 
the scientific method.

The scientific method is a systematic procedure that helps safeguard against 
researcher bias and the power of anecdotes by following several simple steps (Figure 1.1).  
First, a researcher starts with a research question. If the researcher is engaging in 
deductive research, this question comes from a theoretical perspective. This theory 
and research question help the researcher create hypotheses (testable statements) 
about a phenomenon being studied. Once the researcher has created hypotheses, 
he or she collects data to test these hypotheses. We discuss data and data collec-
tion methods for deviance research in detail in Chapter 3. The researcher then 
analyzes these data, interprets the findings, and concludes whether or not his or 
her hypotheses have been supported. These findings then inform whether the the-
ory the researcher used helps with our understanding of the world or should be 
revised to take into consideration information that does not support its current 
model. If a researcher is engaging in inductive research, he or she also starts with a 
research question, but in the beginning, the researcher’s theory may be what we call 
“grounded theory.” Using qualitative methods, such as participant observation or 
in-depth interviews, the researcher would collect data and analyze these data, look-
ing for common themes throughout. These findings would be used to create a theory 
“from the ground up.” In other words, while a deductive researcher would start with 
a theory that guides every step of the research, an inductive researcher might start 
with a broad theoretical perspective and a research question and, through the sys-
tematic collection of data and rigorous analyses, would hone that broad theoretical 
perspective into a more specific theory. This theory would then be tested again as 
the researcher continued on with his or her work, or others, finding this new theory 
to be useful and interesting, might opt to use it to inform both their deductive and 
inductive work.

If we go back to our example of reality shows about people from New Jersey, 
we may see the difference between an anecdote and a more theoretically grounded 
understanding of human behavior. After watching both Jersey Shore and The Real 


