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Preface


This short book explores the meaning of social deviance in contemporary society. It shows students of sociology how human actors create deviance by stereotyping the different behavior, appearance, or ideas of others and judging them negatively. It explains what kinds of behaviors are banned as offensive or unacceptable and who bans them. It exposes the important political processes behind the creation of rules that lead to some people's behavior being sanctioned and that of others being celebrated.
Following the selective banning of behavior is a cycle of labeling and deviancy amplification which can send deviant actors into subterranean secret worlds that provide excuses, justifications, and rationalizations for their acts – which in turn support continued, even expanded, social deviance. Ultimately this book explains the underlying process of how some people get drawn into deviant lifestyles from which there appears to be no escape, while others seek out these alternative domains to engage in creative endeavors. It highlights the central role of social stigma on a person's moral identity. At its core, Social Deviance looks at who becomes deviant and why. It delves into the multiple motives that cause rule-breakers to behave badly – at least in the eyes of those they offend – and reveals the ways in which deviants think about their actions, their moral identity, their fellow moral outcasts, and those who label and exclude them.
This book draws on several influences, not least the inspiration of the late Steven Box, my professor of sociology at the University of Kent, on whose interactionist insights in Deviance, Reality and Society (1981) I was nurtured. Steve Box was my mentor and window into the academic world of deviance. 
Later my own studies in deviance resonated so well with those of a former Arizona State University sociologist, the late Erdwin “Bud” Pfuhl, that he invited me to be co-author of the third edition of his social constructionist textbook The Deviance Process (1993). Many of the ideas in the present book are a direct result of our collaboration. 
I would also be remiss if I didn't acknowledge the contribution of the external reviewers of this book, Erich Goode and Peter Adler. It was Erich who recommended that I write Social Deviance and he who made a significant impact on its quality by providing extensive and detailed feedback on a first draft that enabled the edition to be relatively smooth, streamlined, and informative. It is to our great benefit that Erich's contributions to the field have been so extensive that they continue to be felt in significant and facilitating ways.
Significantly, students in my social deviance classes over the years have influenced the book, not only affecting my thinking about the issues but also by holding my feet to the ground despite my elevation to the ivory tower. Many of their thoughts about their own deviance were contained in Degrees of Deviance (Henry and Eaton, 1999); indeed, my co-editor of that book, Roger Eaton, was one such student. Social Deviance draws on the words and ideas from these students, colleagues, and faculty, who have been significantly quoted to illustrate key concepts and to capture the feel of the field.
Finally, for the second edition of Social Deviance, I am joined by Lindsay Howard, who graduated from the University of Texas at Austin in 2016 as an English major, with a minor in communications and a focus in sociology. In 2017, she received a certificate in publishing from the Denver Publishing Institute. But she also has a passion for screen-writing, editing, and social deviance, as she has experienced it through college sociology of deviance classes, the creative arts, and – where I met her – working in service jobs. As we sat in our favorite Georgetown (Texas) restaurant in early 2017, we were served by a waitress, new on the job, who explained that she'd worked as a server before, so she'd soon get used to Fish City Grill. I asked, “What do you do when you are not working here?” “Well …” she answered, after a piquant pause, “I am a freelance editor, and I also write movie scripts. I work on film shoots in Austin for my friends' film studio sometimes, because they're producing my short film.” Wow! I said, “We may have work for you!” She scribbled her email on the back of our restaurant check, and here we are together with a better crafted work than the first edition, which also comes with a recent Generation Xer's insight on the world and a sparkle of contemporary observations sprinkled throughout the text. Thanks so much, Lindsay! (Message to you budding ethnographers: Ask people questions. Don't assume you know them or their life from what they are doing when you meet them!) 
Lindsay and I want you to enjoy this book. We hope it launches you into becoming a lifelong student of deviance and brings to light the vitality of the shadows, the thrill of difference, the intrigue of margins, and the paradoxes that come with traversing boundaries.
1
What is Deviance?


The objective of this short book is to spark your deviant imagination in the way that University of Kent Professor Steve Box sparked mine. Let's start by reflecting on my own working-class South London life, which was vibrant with deviant insights resulting from street life and its characters, bad-ass reputations, and damaged “sicko” identities. These were not only barriers that had nearly stopped me from going to university but nuggets of social life through which I would earn a doctorate in deviant behavior! What an astounding revelation to a twenty-year-old from a council flat (in the United States, this is equivalent to “the projects”) who hadn't even believed it possible to get a bachelor's degree, and who had so disappointed his father for abandoning that £5-a-week ($6.60) apprenticeship (equivalent to $50 a week in 2017) with Decca in favor of unproductive “book learning.” Of course, at the time, I had no idea these were valuable experiences. To me they were bad experiences – things to bury, cover up and deny. It took Steve Box to awaken my deviant imagination to the mother lode of riches I had buried and which many other students had not. To me they were embarrassing – a lifestyle I was trying to escape by going to college, and a cluster of nightmares that cast doubt on whether I was simply a college fraud, to be revealed when my delinquent past came out.
Steve was not an easy professor to know. But you couldn't be around him without being charged with questions about why things were the way they seemed. Despite his own academic success, this fellow working-class Londoner never lost sight of his working-class roots. But where we start isn't where we must end. As a working-class South London friend once commented: “Back when I knew you, Stuart, you didn't have two words to rub together!” Where I come from, that would be a compliment, wrapped in envy with a ribbon of resentment.
Let's now take a journey in the daily life of contemporary American student Megan Nesbeth as she becomes aware of deviance in the world around her through taking a sociology class. She says that, after taking sociology, “everything, even ‘mundane shit,' calls for analysis.” I agree. She entitles the piece “To be average is to be deviant”:

Deviance is at its core a social construction that is used to maintain social order. The “normal” draw lines for the population to follow. As a society we pay homage to these lines and experience anxiety when they are crossed. We hold the categories that we have created as holy and respect them as naturally occurring phenomena that have always been drawn in stone as a guide for behavior. We act as if race and social class created themselves as organizational blocks of what people should expect in life. We act as if child brides were never a Western phenomenon and as if Ashton and Demi, now that they have been validated by the media, are the first couple to ever have such a large age gap in their relationship. We pretend that on the day that a person turns twenty-one their brain is suddenly extremely less susceptible to the damages of alcohol … and significantly more mature to make decisions about drinking.
9:00 a.m. Get to the gym. Put my iPod on and get on elliptical machine. Read some Catcher in the Rye while on the elliptical. Secretly think I am Holden Caufield at heart. I would argue that, if we had never invented deviance, secrets wouldn't exist, and if we think about how silly most secrets are our continual need to label people as deviant seems a bit silly too. A secret is just a secret because someone decided that whatever is being kept secret is unacceptable public behavior or knowledge. What's so different between secrets and deviance?
10:30 a.m. Walk back from the gym. Call mom. Ask again about taking time off from school. She tells me that time off is only for people who are screwing up or get pregnant or go crazy or … I drop the argument. I always drop the argument, partly because, even though I think that the American model of formal education leads to widespread and excessive burn out which I often experience, college isn't that bad, and I have been conditioned to be here for four years. Besides I would much rather be controlled through the apparatuses of civil society than those of the state … Of course, there are a range of other possibilities such as not attending college at all, attending a two-year college, attending college part-time while working, and taking time off during college. Each of these options is marked by race, class, gender, nationality, geography, and other increasingly multitudinous social factors. These factors combine to create different potential responses along a continuum of stigma and acceptance for the same decision made by different people. Whether they admit it or not there is a way in which as a black female I am already the discredited, so my parents worry about me playing with the things that make me the discreditable. Maybe I worry about it too, but not as much.
11:00 a.m. Psychology class. Praise the American Psychiatric Association a little for perfecting social control through the DSM.
12:15 p.m. Lunch. Absolutely hate lunch at this time because it's so crowded. It makes me feel institutionalized.
1:30 p.m. Deviance and Social Order class. Professor is being deviant again – you know, flexible and understanding. Reasonable. Okay, professors aren't bad in general.
2:45 p.m. Lit Theory class. All of the theorists that we are reading were considered deviant in their times. I'm surprised that more of them weren't hung or put on house arrest or something. Jaywalk on my way back to my dorm. A driver angrily shakes his hand at me. Deviance is always relative. What is acceptable in one era is reprehensible in another. What is okay in the city is punishable on the farm.
4:30 p.m. Go back to room. Check in with friends. Turn on computer. Check email and Facebook. Watch funny video on the homepage of Slate Magazine, a respectable, but entertaining on-line magazine. Do some homework. Think about the fact that paying a lot of money for the privilege of working really hard to the end of working really hard for the rest of your life is unnatural.
6:00 p.m. Dinner. Partake in the Middlebury two-bowl dinner ritual: Make dinner i.e. a salad and throw on some dressing and use the second bowl to shake it. I like doing it because I think it looks cool like when someone makes me a tossed salad at a deli and it spreads the dressing well. My friends give me the look. I remind them that I'm going to get other food too.
7:00 p.m. Do some more homework. Feel a little bit depressed; wonder if I need Zoloft.
10:00 p.m. Hang out with friends. Spike some cider, because drinking on week-nights is more acceptable in college and during certain parts of the year. We call it a holiday party so it's okay. Watch some Mean Girls and The Secret Diary of a Call Girl. Someone brings up pole dancing … wish the classes were cheaper. The entertainment industry should praise daily the constructions of normalcy and deviance. Most entertainment especially in terms of movies and television are based on deviance in that they either draw strength from their universality, that is the way in which everyone can relate and is the same because the experience depicted is expected; normal, or they draw off of the attraction to that which falls somewhere other than on the list of what is normal, accepted, or expected; deviant. Even in terms of activities people always want to try things that seem risqué, whether it's bungee jumping or pole dancing, both of which have become increasingly popular over the years. In the case of pole dancing the activity's transformation from something meant only for strippers to something for average women to do for exercise and to feel sexy reads as similar to the re-appropriation of negative words that has always been common with disenfranchised groups.
1:00 a.m. Sleep.
We live through our transgressions. In my eyes life is most invigorating when we're breaking the rules. I don't care what you call it – deviant behavior, secrets or crime – we all deviate. Picking up where Erickson left off, I would claim that deviance is necessary not only for the maintenance of the society, but also the enrichment of the individual. If establishing laws is a way for the “authorities” in a society to claim phallic power for themselves, purposeful deviance is an assertion of agency and a claim to phallic power on an individual level. Of course, not all deviance is planned since deviance only becomes deviance once enough people with power label it as such, but the existence of “deviance” is what allows us to live in a world in which we're not all like-minded cyborgs. (Nesbeth, 2008: reproduced with permission)


To study deviance is to study uncertainty. Students of deviance are looking at society's edge. That is the edge beyond social order. Deviance here is defined as disorder – not normal, not acceptable. Whose edge or what edge, whose order and whose disorder, and why it is even an edge of order and disorder – all are uncertainties to be discovered by students of deviance. Deviance encompasses a wide range of behaviors, demeanors, identities, appearances, styles, attitudes, and beliefs. This is because what's deviant varies between individuals, societies, cultures, social contexts, and historical eras. Views differ on how deviant actors and judgmental audiences interact and interrelate. For example, Tenashia might find drinking to excess unacceptable, whereas Jonathan might not. He may act differently around her to avoid any sort of sanction of his actions, but he also may keep his own opinions and beliefs to himself. He is also now, as Megan noted in her blog diary, keeping secrets, and that could be seen as deviant too. If Tenashia were twenty-one and Jonathan eighteen, she might be concerned that his behavior would get her into trouble, as he would be under the legal drinking age in the United States. In England, not so, because the legal drinking age is eighteen and drinking to excess by older teens and young adults is a norm. Indeed, in Britain, Tenashia might be the deviant for believing excessive drinking is a problem, and she might keep her views secret for fear of being labeled “prudish.” Notice too that, even in the USA, some contexts accommodate excessive drinking while others do not, and that's not just frat parties. “Dr. Henry, why is the university having graduation on Mother's Day? We would normally get ‘smashed' but our mothers will be here! That sucks!”
At its simplest, the sociology of deviance is the systematic study of social norm violation that is subject to social control and sanction. Sanctions can involve reproach, shaming, social exclusion, or some other depravation or infliction of pain. They can be as minimal as a “look” of the kind Megan got at lunch from fellow students questioning why she was only having a salad, to being excommunicated by a church or other religious group, to more formal punishments administered by the state, from prison to the death penalty.
The study of social sanctions is called the study of “social control” (see Chriss, 2013). “Behind this seemingly simple and clear-cut definition [of deviance,] however, lurks a swarming host of controversies” (Adler and Adler, 2006: 3). In part, this is because the study of deviance, and for that matter social control, is also the study of the politics of social life on the edge. In this political conflict, we find two clearly identifiable positions. One of these is known variously as the “relativist” or “social constructionist” position and the other as the “absolutist,” “positivist,” or “realist” position. From the relativist/constructivist perspective, deviance is “lodged in the eye of the beholder rather than in the act itself, and it may vary in the way it is defined by time and place.” This perspective “sees deviance as ‘subjectively problematic,' … and takes as its primary task an understanding of how judgments of deviance are put together and with what consequences” (Goode, 2007: 1075). Put simply, the relativist expects everyone to have their own take on each action, their own opinion or view.
At the opposite extreme, the absolutist-realist perspective sees deviance as possessing predetermined or universal features such that something obvious within an act, belief, or condition “makes it different from the norm,” and that “it embodies the unambiguous, objective ‘essence' of true or real deviance” (Goode, 2007: 1075). Thus, the realist believes that people have the same core beliefs and values, tied to truth, nature, or God. For Goode, absolutists have relied upon theories that “regard deviance as ‘objectively given,' that is, a syndrome-like entity with … clear-cut, identifiable properties,” where causes can be analyzed by social scientists (ibid.: 1075–6). In contrast, the sociological definition of deviance used in this book embodies aspects of both these positions but is closer to the social constructionists than to the absolutist-realists.
 In this book, you will learn about the social processes and the political practices of the actors and audiences that constitute the deviance enterprise or deviance process. On the way you'll discover the excitement, fun, creativity, and chaos, as well as the pain, shame, and suffering, that accompany the world of deviance as it straddles the edge of socially defined normality. You may even glimpse Megan's insight that “purposeful deviance is an assertion of agency” that enriches the individual. We hope that you will also develop an appreciation, if not always sympathy, for the “deviant imagination.”

Normality, difference, and deviance
As sociologists have long pointed out, something is deviant only in relation to what is normal. But what is normal and who gets to decide? Normality implies a common set of shared cultural values and rules or norms about how to behave, appear, or think. Behaving differently, looking differently, and thinking differently can all be considered social deviance when in violation of social norms and values. For example, everyone eats, so eating is normal behavior, right? But what if some people eat only vegetarian food? Is that deviant? What if they are grossly underweight and they eat only small portions of a vegetable diet, so they appear unhealthily thin? Is that deviant behavior and deviant appearance?
As well as differences in behavior, deviance can include having and/or displaying certain physical attributes that others consider deviant, such as stuttering or being excessively short, physically disfigured, fat, or thin. Anorexics, for example, can be considered deviant. Are they deviant in appearance but not behavior, and do we explain that by saying they have a fast metabolism? What if they are bulimic such that they eat normally but forcibly throw up in the bathroom after meals? Is that deviant because of their behavior but not their appearance? Is their appearance deceptive because it covers their deviant, and perhaps secret, behavior?
Social deviance includes everything from minor norm- or rule-violating behavior to behavior that breaks criminal or other laws designed to ban or prohibit it. People may classify those who participate in different behavior from their own, e.g. anorexia, as social deviants. Those so classified may reject their designated deviant identity, as when anorexics believe they are overweight and identify their body image as “too fat.” Whether people are classified as deviant, and whether they accept or reject the deviant label, is the outcome of the social processes that create deviance.
Deviancy creation involves the interpretation of meaning, which is critically affected by historical and social context. In 1970, a person walking alone down the street apparently talking to him- or herself might be schizophrenic, or at the very least mentally disordered; in 2017, the same action on the same street would be interpreted as someone talking on their cell phone via a Bluetooth or other device. In 1970, students smoking cigarettes in college classes would have been cool and, if they were smoking a pipe or cigar, seen as “intellectual” and super cool – though not if the smoker was a female. In 2017, smoking in public colleges is typically banned and fined, as it is a harmful behavior; visiting European scholars to the United States, particularly Italians, are often shocked that they are subjected to fines and expelled from classrooms because of smoking. Carrying a concealed firearm on college campuses in 1970 would result in arrest. Not now in Texas. Since 2015 it has been lawful for students to carry concealed guns on college campuses.
When people are deviating from a behavioral norm but look normal, or are acting normally but appear deviant, they might also be considered “sick,” as suffering from a mental disorder, and, because of such an interpretation, the way they are seen and treated varies. Behavior and appearance – while different – can also be related; often some difference in behavior is acceptable, but large differences are not; having some differences in appearance is acceptable, but having major differences is not. For example, having and displaying some tattoos has become normal and acceptable; having and displaying two full sleeves is considered deviant.
Social setting and context matter. Displaying full sleeve tattoos at a heavy metal concert would be considered normal; displaying two full sleeves at an interview for a position as a primary school teacher or for a civil service job would be considered deviant, and likely with negative consequences. Is covering tattoos secret deviance? Social context changes the meaning of the act in the eye of the audience, turning the same behavior or appearance from normal to deviant. Consider bikinis on a beach and then in a church, or getting undressed in a doctor's office and then in a dentist's office. Performing outside of an expected social role also affects deviance designations. Consider nuns with guns.
Thinking abnormal thoughts, whether these are reflected in behavior or not, can also be considered deviance. Historically, deviant thought was equated with sinful thought – even heretical thought – and has resulted in extreme forms of punishment, ranging from being excommunicated and tortured to being executed, and sometimes by being burned alive. Even today, in many parts of the world, political differences of thought can result in imprisonment without trial. This occurred, for example, under Mugabe's rule in Zimbabwe. More recently it has occurred in Turkey. In July 2016, Turkey's President Tayyip Erdoğan ordered the arrests of 13,000 people, including members of the military, police, academia, and judiciary, who are said to have ties to the US-based Muslim cleric Fethullah Gülen, who has different ideas about how to govern the country and whom Erdoğan suspects of being behind the 2016 coup attempt. Erdoğan ordered the closure of thousands of private schools, charities, and foundations which he suspected had links to Gülen. Whether the president's claims of his being behind the coup attempt are correct, which Gülen denies, the point is that deviant ideas, even without actions, can be subject to social control because of the threat they pose to the powerful. Alternatively, holding different beliefs can be seen as threatening, as are Christian beliefs to fundamentalist Muslims, who label them “infidels.”
So, a key quality of deviance is difference, and a critical component of social deviance is how that difference relates to what is seen as normal, expressed through a common set of values and norms, and enforced through a system of social control. But there is more to social deviance than mere difference. In the USA and Europe, someone with naturally red hair is different but is not seen as socially deviant. Difference from normal, therefore, does not necessarily mean that someone is socially deviant. In contrast, someone with dyed blue or spiked hair is statistically different but also may be socially deviant, especially if they also wear tattoos and display unusually placed or excessive piercings. Differences of thought or viewpoint, of clothing or cuisine, are respected as a right and are “seen to contribute to the vitality and creativity of modern society.” In contrast, deviance is “a culturally unacceptable level of difference” that is subject to suspicion, surveillance, regulation, sanction, or penalty by society's social control agencies, because it is seen as posing a “threat to the social fabric” (Sumner, 2006: 126).
Erich Goode poignantly asks: When does a “difference” make a difference? First, some forms of “deviance” are based on imputed, putative, or imaginary difference – such as the designation and persecution of witches in Renaissance Europe or in New England's infamous Salem witchcraft trials of 1692 (Erikson, 1966). There was no “difference” as such. There was a sociological difference in that people who were designated as witches tended to be female, older (though not in Salem), more socially marginal, etc., but no difference with respect to the putative deviance. Second, even where an audience interprets “difference” negatively, a critical question is how much “difference” is interpreted as too much to count as normal, so it shifts to being designated as deviant. There are vast stretches of behavior, appearance, or ideas within a continuum of difference that aren't noticed, until, at a certain point along the continuum, a “difference” becomes apparent. So even “difference” is socially constructed. Sociologists define deviance as an identified difference that the members of a society regard as morally offensive or threatening. For social deviance to occur, therefore, we need both an audience who judges an act and a deviant actor who performs the act. “Social constructionism” is the sociological perspective that recognizes this social basis of deviance as interpreted by the audience.

Determining deviance: is deviance normal or the edge of normal?
So how do we decide whether behavior is deviant or not? We might start with the familiar idea of statistical deviance, which assumes that all behavior is distributed in a normal curve or “bell curve.” Behavior that is commonly occurring forms norms, whereas behavior on the extremes, which occurs less frequently, is designated as “deviant.” Thus, there can be both negative and positive deviance. In one direction – the more extreme from the norm, the less frequent and the more serious – is negative deviance. At the other end of the continuum is “positive deviance,” such as being a genius, being academically gifted or exceptionally musically talented, or “thinking outside the box.” Positive deviance applies to those who surpass conventional expectations in honorable or acceptable ways.
The key factor in deciding what is deviance from the statistical perspective is how many people do it relative to the whole population. On this criterion, homosexuality is clearly negatively deviant from heterosexual relations. So too is bisexuality and transsexuality, but what about sexual affairs outside monogamous relationships or marital infidelity? Polls report that, while 90 percent of Americans admit that adultery is wrong, 22 percent of men and 14 percent of women admit to having an affair outside their marriage (Divorce Statistics, 2016). In Britain, a 2015 survey revealed that 45 percent of British men and 21 percent of women admit to being unfaithful (Mulherin, 2015). In other European nations affairs are even more common. For example, in Italy, 59 percent of men and 39 percent of women admit to cheating at least once. Clearly, social deviance can occur closer to the norm of the bell curve than its fringes, and cultural differences affect whether it is statistically deviant or normal.
However, sociologists generally hold that a departure from a statistical norm does not define deviance. Reading a book a day is statistically outside the norm, but it is not a type of negative deviance. Some sociologists, such as Erich Goode, believe that “positive deviance” – surpassing conventional expectations – is “a red herring.” The key issue is: What makes negative deviance have the qualities that it does? However, it is important that we see the value of positive deviance because it too can receive negative evaluations and be subject to labeling and social control. As we will see later, even more intriguing is the question as to why positive deviants feel the need to distance themselves from their label. Even for those who evaluate their behavior positively, why do they seek to “normalize” their perceived identity?
An alternative to the statistical approach is to consider whether the behavior violates a publicly stated law, rule, or moral code. The French sociologist Emile Durkheim took the view that what counts as crime or deviance is whether the behavior “shocks the common consciousness” or collective morality, producing moral outrage. Here, deviance is constituted only in relation to what is not deviant: “No conception of what is morally right exists without a corresponding conception of what is morally wrong” (Hendershott, 2002: 11). From this perspective, crime and deviance help society to determine the edges and the borders of what is acceptable or unacceptable. Identifying social deviance helps a society to clarify, elaborate, and maintain the boundaries of acceptability. In this regard, identifying, publicizing, and moralizing about deviance provide occasions for celebration of the social order, for the integration of groups and communities, and for “reaffirming the moral ties that bind us together” (ibid.; Erikson, 1966). For this reason, Durkheim observed that even in a society of saints there will be sinners. But we should not neglect the flip side of this argument: that, in a society of sinners, it is the saints who are designated deviant.
A measure of social deviance, then, is the extent to which a behavior provokes a discouraging or indignant response. So, whether a behavior is considered normal, deviant, or criminal depends on whether there is a consensus about its offensiveness. It also matters whether there are penalties that apply to those who engage in the behavior, as this indicates the seriousness with which the community or society sees the behavior.
However, the existence of a law or a rule doesn't necessarily mean it has moral authority. Consider, for example, copyright law and the case of digital downloading or illegal song-swapping software. What is illegal doesn't always coincide with what is morally unacceptable or, for that matter, provoke a consensus about its undesirability. Moreover, whether behavior such as digital downloading is seen as morally acceptable can vary by context and by generation. Consider duplicating a CD or DVD. Even if it is illegal, do you consider it wrong? What if you've already purchased the DVD but it got damaged and you are now just replacing it? What if you are out when the movie is on and had a friend record it for you? What about recording the movie that you rented from the video store or Netflix (Pogue, 2007)?
Consensus about these kinds of questions varies widely, depending upon the perceived seriousness of the violation and upon the audience making the judgment. There is a generational divide on this topic; young college students are far more tolerant of this kind of illegal behavior than are other age groups. This suggests that an important factor in assessing whether a behavior is deviant is audience perception, and that depends not only on who the actor is but also on who the audience is.
So, we might wonder whether what “counts” as deviance comprises only those behaviors that offend a particularly strong and vocal interest group or whether it reflects more widely dispersed values. Government agencies, law enforcers, moral interest groups, local communities, mass media, and academic commentators are all involved in shaping norms and standards. But it is difficult to establish agreement among them about what counts as the appropriate standard, since each group has its own views about what is acceptable. Is the behavior “societal” deviance when its condemnation is so widespread that it is shared by most of society? Or is the behavior “situational” deviance, meaning that it is problematic only in certain contexts and locales? As Goode has said, we must always relativize deviance to a specific audience, and that audience may be the minority in a society. However, it's still deviance – to that audience.
To complicate matters further, in a society where people are divided into different social and professional roles, gendered and racialized identities, and economic strata, what is deviant may be judged in terms of role, identity, or class expectations. What a doctor can do to another person because of his or her accepted role in society would get anyone else arrested for assault. Here it is not the behavior itself that is deviant but the social expectations about which social roles or social identities can perform it.
The Canadian sociologist and legal scholar John Hagan proposed a helpful way out of this definitional difficulty. Hagan considers crime and deviance to be a continuous variable. He says that rule-breaking ranges from minor deviance from accepted standards of behavior, such as public rowdiness or displaying multiple body piercings, to highly offensive acts producing serious harm, such as violent terrorism or serial murder. Crime is simply a special case of deviance, one that violates “a social norm that is proscribed by criminal law” (Hagan, 1985: 49).
Hagan says, in considering offenses, we need to take account of three dimensions. First is the extent to which there is consensus or agreement about whether an act is right or wrong. Some behavior will produce a high degree of consensus concerning its wrongfulness, for example setting off a car bomb in a crowded market, killing many people. Other behavior may be considered less serious, such as downloading movies or recordings without obtaining copyright permission. All behavior can be ranked on a scale reflecting public agreement about its rightness or wrongness. On one end of the scale an audience can agree that something is right (consensus). In the middle of the scale an audience can have different opinions or be uncertain about whether it is right or wrong. But at the other end of the scale they can agree that it is wrong (consensus).
Regarding consensus, it also matters whether the behavior is publicly known about and discussed. This, in turn, depends on the (traditional and social) media's role in raising certain issues and on the organization of moral support behind them. The media's role in deviance construction frames the ways various groups and society perceive it. These influencing factors can be linked and can change over time. For example, the deviant status of smoking has moved up on the scale of perceived harmfulness – from a behavior thought to have health-promoting effects to one causing only personal harm, and most recently to one causing public harm. As the perceived seriousness and extent of harm has increased, so too has the degree of consensus about the harmful effects of smoking and the penalties for those who participate, which have gone from segregation to fines. In contrast, marijuana smoking has gone from being publicly perceived as an illegal “gateway” drug that makes its juvenile users into “dope fiends” to being perceived as a pain-relieving, medicinal drug with positive qualities for its users. It has also gone from being illegal in all US states to becoming legal in several.
A second dimension of Hagan's approach takes account of the penal ties or social responses imposed on an offender by society for violation. These may range from informal social ostracism or shaming, to more formal sanctions such as fines and imprisonment, to expulsion from society or incarceration, and even to death. Hagan states: “The more severe the penalty prescribed, and the more extensive the support for this sanction, the more serious is the societal evaluation of the act” (Hagan, 1985: 49).
It also matters whether laws or rules, and the corresponding punishments or sanctions, reflect the response of the whole society or just those parts of its power structure that are in control of the law-making process. For example, even though pollution of rivers or air might be a serious health hazard and affect lots of people, laws and penalties for such offenses might be relatively weak or ineffective because of lobbying of legislators by the industries affected or the political ideology of a government administration.
Hagan's third dimension is the relative seriousness of offensive behavior based on the harm it has caused to others. Some acts, such as displaying tattoos, rank low on a scale of harm to others and might harm only the social actor (through pain, infection, or limiting career options); others, such as driving while impaired from drugs or alcohol or driving while “texting,” can also directly harm other people. Acts of deviance that result in another's death are clearly the most harmful. Higher on a scale of harmfulness would be acts that kill multiple others, especially where intended as a political act. So, the seriousness and the extent of harm are both important in considering this dimension. Hagan says, “the more serious acts of deviance, which are most likely to be called ‘criminal,' are likely to involve: (1) broad agreement about the wrongfulness of such acts, (2) a severe social response, and (3) an evaluation of being very harmful” (1985: 50). In contrast, for many acts on the continuum there is disagreement as to their wrongfulness, an equivocal social response, and uncertainty in perceptions of their harmfulness.
In summary, what is social deviance depends on a series of shared decision-making by social audiences and social actors, each deciding on what they value and what they find offensive. Behaviors are judged in relation to the assessed seriousness and perceived extent that they cause harm to the actors or others, the degree of agreement that audiences share about this harm, and the severity of the audiences' condemnation of the behavior in question, expressed through social reaction and penalties towards the offenders. Ultimately, what behaviors become designated as deviance reflects the standards and values of those groups who have the power, and occasionally the authority, to define others' behavior as offensive, unwanted, and unacceptable.

Social constructionism: audiences create deviance?
As we have seen, “deviance” can vary according to one historical period versus another, from one context to another, and, within the same society, from one group, social circle, or community to another. It can also vary depending on the perceived seriousness of the act, the degree that the group or society has consensus, and the penalties they levy against the offenders. Regardless of which dimensions of behavior, appearance, or beliefs are considered deviant, they must be “constructed” as such by a social audience based on identified differences. Constructing deviance also requires a negative judgment to be made about departures from norms. To make such a negative judgment, and for a behavior to be designated as social deviance, the audience, someone or some group, must make a series of decisions. First, the audience decides on the shared social values, and, second, it decides to whom these values apply. Third, it assesses whether any case of behavior, appearance, or thought/belief is a violation of these cultural norms and values, and, fourth, it evaluates whether the violation is of sufficient seriousness or is significantly offensive enough to do something about.
Social constructionism, then, is a process whereby an audience defines what behavior, appearance, or beliefs are regarded as deviant. Since the audience varies, the social construction of the behavior may also vary. This is because audiences are collective entities that vary from small groups to whole societies. Each has its own values and norms common to its members but also shares common norms or values across networks of groups and across whole societies. This means that there can be both differences and commonalities in the way deviance is constructed, even in the same society. So, let's look at who these different audiences are and at some examples of the variations in what counts to them as deviance.
Who exactly is the audience? Is it humanity in general? Is it the culture of a society, or do we begin at the level of communities within a society? Should we instead stay within subcultures of a society or consider deviance only at the level of groups? If so, would deviance then be in relation to the group, or are we talking about the deviance of the group from society or from other groups? Erich Goode makes the point that judgments about deviance are always in relation to some group's judgment – an act is deviant “to” an audience and it doesn't have to be the whole society. For example, abortion is deviant to most right-to-life Catholics. Using a position of power to obtain sexual pleasure is deviant to most feminists, but not to some, who might argue that, because some men do it, women should be free to do it too.
Consider the variation in defining deviance from one society to another, based on their different cultures. In nearly all US cities, women going topless would be deviant behavior, except on a nudist beach, where it is locally acceptable; but women going topless on the French Riviera, in Rio, or within tribal societies in Africa would be considered normal. Even within different cultures, one behavior might be considered acceptable or deviant by the members of the society, depending upon the social structure. For example, adultery is both commonplace, expected, and, yet, deviant to the members of the Kaliai, a Lusi-speaking tribe of Papua New Guinea (Counts and Counts, 1991). For this small-scale horticultural community, whether an act of adultery is deviant depends not so much on whether it breaks rules as on whether, in doing so, it also causes conflict and disruption of social relationships within the community. A promiscuous woman who hops from man to man is labeled as a “frog,” but, rather than this being a derogatory term, it is a gossip framing that forms the basis for discussions about the details of affairs, which is accompanied by humor and joking as much as by mild condemnation. In contrast, a man who seduces his brother's wife may create an intra-lineage conflict among members of the kinship group. The conflict that results arises because the adulterous or illicit affair violates a man's rights to the sexuality of a woman over whom he has control. This kind of adultery would be considered inhuman, animal-like behavior (ibid.).
By its very nature, the process whereby people define and interpret actions or appearances is always “social.” The social construction of deviance by audiences can be particularly evident when cultures collide or come together, as they do in an increasingly globalized world. The idea of social deviance as the result of cultural conflict was raised in the late 1930s in the United States by Thorsten Sellin (1938) with his culture-conflict theory of deviance. Put simply, learning the norms to conform to one culture can result in deviance in another culture. This was especially a problem in the era of mass immigration to the United States in the 1920s and 1930s, but it is also a problem in an increasingly globalized world where we encounter people from many other cultures and subcultures. While globalization unifies societies around certain cultural consumer themes and institutions – from McDonald's to Microsoft, from blue jeans to Coke – it also throws into contrast cultural differences that, to some, appear deviant. For example, some Muslim girls wear make-up, and blue jeans under their burkas, which may seem incongruous. Issues of social deviance also arise when Muslims living in the West confront this cultural conflict in their own homes. They make decisions within their own home/family to deal with choices that are made based on the culture that surrounds them.
For example, on December 10, 2007, in Canada, a Pakistani father, Muhammad Parvez, killed his sixteen-year-old daughter, Aqsa, for refusing to wear the hijab. Canadian police charged him with murder. Was this killing deviance or conformity? And by whose standards, and who gets to decide? In the Muslim community, a girl who doesn't wear the hijab – who, therefore, is deviant by traditional Muslim standards – brings shame to her family and is considered a failure by her community. In Pakistan, “honor killings” are a daily occurrence. Cultural conflict places those from one cultural tradition at odds with those from another, putting them in a double deviancy situation. For example, as they struggle to reconcile Muslim and secular Western behavior and appearance, teenage Muslim girls are confronted with competing demands to fit in with the norms of different cultural audiences represented, on the one hand, by their parents and, on the other, by their peers. As the sociologist Jasmin Zine says, Canadian Muslim girls trying to deal with avoiding deviancy designations from conflicting expectations can become cultural chameleons (cited by Rook and Smithers, 2007).
Such cultural clashes over what counts as deviance can also occur between similar cultures with different norms, such as those in the USA and Europe. Consider the case of the baby left crying in a stroller outside a barbecue restaurant in the lower East Village of New York while the parents were inside eating. Some concerned passer-by called the police and the parents were arrested for “endangering the welfare of a child.” The parents were fully aware of the situation and were watching the child through the restaurant window. Even though the restaurant staff had tried to persuade the couple to bring the child into the restaurant, they refused: “The mother, a 30-year-old actress from Copenhagen, said that in Denmark – where she was born – leaving children alone unattended in the street while their parents dine inside a restaurant is the norm. She was utterly astonished at the rabble caused by her actions … She claims it was a cultural faux pas, not a crime” (Boles, 1997). While New York may be a dangerous place, resulting in the actions of the parents being considered deviant and thereby subject to intervention and control by others, the fact that the Danish mother had a different cultural experience made her feel justified in her actions. She was simply following her Danish cultural norms rather than American – or even New York – ones!
As we've seen, the historical and social context also makes a difference as to whether a behavior will be labeled deviant. Consider the example of smoking cigarettes. Where it is done makes a difference. Smoking in the isolation of one's home has been considered perfectly acceptable, provided other members of one's household have no objections to passive smoking effects. But smoking on school premises has always been frowned upon and is often considered grounds for expulsion, while smoking during the production and preparation of food for sale may be grounds for dismissal. Recently, smoking in some public places, including in restaurants and bars and on airline flights, has been banned, and smoking violations have increasingly become subject to prosecution and fines.
Other examples of deviance might not involve specific behavior so much as group involvement, such as being a member of a goth or vampire cult or being involved in a gang – such as the Crips or the Bloods. An organization such as a nudist colony, or even a vegetarian movement, might be equally deviant, even if less harmful to others. Here, the group's primary activities are counter to those held in common by the wider society. For example, consider animal rights activists, whose extreme activism involving destruction or raiding of fur farms might be seen as “civil disobedience” or result in a prison sentence.
Not only can each society have groups of members whose behavior deviates from the cultural or contextual role expectations, so too can the behavior of some members be deviant from the norms of the group. Take the example of weight and human body size. In any society, there is an average weight and size. Differences from the normal weight are wide-ranging across a population. For individuals, weight spans from about 10 percent above or below what is considered a genetically determined set point. A subset of those with “obesity” is classified as “morbidly obese.” The morbidly obese are perceived as deviant, with all kinds of assumptions made about the reasons for their appearance. Some of the obese form groups to combat their obesity and to lose weight. Members of these groups, such as Weight Watchers, must conform to an eating program designed to help them lose weight. Those who do not conform may feel shamed and, indeed, may be condemned by other members of the group as deviant – now not only from the whole society but also from the norms of the Weight Watchers group. So, making deviance out of difference involves making meaning out of behavior, appearance, or thoughts in collaboration with others, and it involves a multi-stage process.

The process of social construction
To say that deviance is socially constructed – as in the relativist position – implies several things: (1) there is not one reality but multiple realities; (2) the appearance of a single dominating reality is largely an illusion in spite of claims about universal values; (3) multiple realities produce multiple moralities; (4) there are numerous stereotypes constructed by groups as part of their means to control and contain human behaviors that threaten their group's view of reality; and (5) deviance doesn't just happen – it is created by people making distinctions and acting towards those distinctions as though they are real.

Banning behavior, moral entrepreneurs, and moral panics
Sociologists taking a social constructionist perspective also believe that making rules that ban behaviors is based on a process instigated by moral entrepreneurs. “Moral entrepreneurs” was a term coined by Howard Becker (1963) to identify active members of a community who would whip up support for banning certain behavior based on the claim that it was harmful or could lead to dangerous health consequences for the perpetrator and/or others, especially children. Moral entrepreneurs often engage traditional and social media to facilitate the banning process, creating what is called a moral panic. Sociologists define a moral panic as an exaggerated, widespread concern that a particular group (deviants or “folk devils”) is responsible for harm or a threat to the society (Cohen, 1972; Goode and Ben-Yehuda, 1994). The fear of satanic ritual abuse cults that erupted in the United States and the United Kingdom in the 1980s offers a dramatic example of the moral panic concept as illustrated in Jeffrey Victor's (1993) book, Satanic Panic. Moral panics may generate such heated concern and fear that the society enacts legislation designed to eradicate the threatening behavior, as was the case with satanic cults.
Acts may also be banned because of a desire to promote certain values or a lifestyle. Standards or norms can be precisely specified as rules or laws or can be loosely constructed as informal norms and expectations. Laws, rules, and norms are shaped by personal biographies, by group pressures and processes, and by the wider societal context in which people live.
Sometimes one group's standards are another group's deviance; behaviors, appearances, or ideas judged to be deviant are the product of precisely the same process of social construction that is involved in constructing the standards of those who consider their behavior to be unacceptable. For example, when a government enacts food and drug legislation, making the unhygienic preparation of carcass meat unlawful, it is promoting a set of values and making deviants out of those who prepare meat in ways deemed to be unhygienic. When a group of vegetarians declares any meat preparation and consumption “killing,” they are making deviants of, among others, the US Food and Drug Administration. Both groups, however, are setting norms that are designed to promote an albeit different lifestyle. Deviance and convention are not isolated phenomena but exist in relation to each other and in relation to the wider societal and global structure in which they are set.

Constructing deviants, stereotypes, and the theory of office
After differences in behavior have been identified and made significant, and after moralizing judgments have been drawn about their acceptability or unacceptability, another level of social construction involves equating the person engaging in social deviance with the negatively judged behavior. Here the whole person is reduced to a stigmatized status. This is a caricature extracted from part of their total behavior that is taken to represent their most important features. Unlike much of modern society, the construction of stereotypes is a product not of the industrial revolution but of something inherently human.
The classification of a whole person according to their behavior, or their attributes, is a shorthand way of dealing with the complexity and diversity of the world. While it might be more interesting, it would certainly be more time-consuming if we explored the total life of each person we met before judging them or classifying them. Instead, we draw inferences from selected snippets of information and place them in a pre-existing category of our worldview. People whose behavior is odd, different, or threatening create fear and anxiety, especially if their behavior is found to be disturbing or offensive according to some standard “we” value. So, instead of just classifying the behavior, we exaggerate it as illustrative of behavior committed by a certain type of person, and that person is tagged or labeled as a deviant. In American high schools, the list can be endless – e.g. a pot head, junkie, stoner, jock, basket case, gay, les, bi, trans, mean girl, goth, drama queen, bookworm, overachiever, nerd, loser, gamer, player, etc.!
Importantly, however, to avoid future problems, stereotypes that are designed to avoid or manage problematic or undesirable behavior are constructed in advance. People are classified based on a variety of indicators, regardless of whether they fit the category or label. Consider the example of restaurant servers. In attempting to serve food and maximize their tips, restaurant staff create categories of deviant customers through stereotypes, based on whether they are likely to be good or bad tippers. These categories are used to classify customers, regardless of whether they have a history with them or if they are new to the restaurant. Normal customers, called “tippers,” will give a “fair,” though culturally determined, tip for service. In the USA, good tippers will give 15 to 20 percent tips or more. Bad tippers will give less than 15 percent and are known as “stiffers.” Stiffers are designated deviant by restaurant staff because they do not know how to tip.
Designating a customer as a “tipper” or “stiffer” is based on a range of psychological scans and behavioral cues to do with dress, demeanor, speech, and eye contact but also includes race, age, and gender. Restaurant servers believe that they need to master the technique of discriminating between customers if they are to increase their income from tips. “Tippers” are given good tables, booths, and good service. “Stiffers” are given a rough time placed at poorly located tables and are hurried through the restaurant, to be replaced by “normal customers” who do know how to tip. It should be said that stereotyping varies by culture, history, and region. In the American South, because of the culture, servers who do not behave in this manner would consider servers who manage their customers in this manipulative way to be deviant. In Sydney, servers who spend time talking with their customers and giving good, friendly service are considered deviant because, in Australia, servers receive a set wage regardless of the service, and restaurants want the customers moved through quickly.
Deviants, then, can be created as a by-product of trying to manage normal and routine behavior in the attempt to prevent problems from arising. This is known as the “theory of office,” and we'll learn more about it in chapter 7.

Social constructionism and moral relativity
Having seen the moral relativity of the ways in which different societies socially construct deviance, you might be wondering whether we are suggesting that there are no standards, or that everything is equal to everything else, regardless of the consequence. You might ask, after my first lecture on “The Social Construction of Deviance”: “But, Dr. Henry, just because some societies and groups define good and bad behavior differently, does that mean that the ‘realities' of other societies are right? Or are the supporters of those alternate groups ignorant and mistaken? By allowing for their differences, aren't you helping to perpetuate the harm and pain that they cause others?” Some people believe the Earth is flat, but they are wrong. Some societies believe in a monkey god, but they are wrong. Was twenty-year-old Adam Lanza (who shot and killed twenty six-year-olds, as well as six of their teachers, in December 2012 at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Connecticut) right? Was Anders Breivik (the Norwegian ultra-Christian right-winger who in 2011 gunned down sixty-six youths at a political rally for the incumbent political party) right?
The answer Dr. Henry would give is that, “as a sociologist of deviance, my job is to help you to understand alternate moral universes as being equally valid to the incumbents of those worlds as the ones in the realities we inhabit, and to have you appreciate and be tolerant towards different behaviors that we consider deviant (e.g. ‘In Thai society, they eat bugs') until you have understood how they arrived at their actions.” This doesn't mean that you have to agree with the actions or their outcomes. If the society, community, subculture, political group, or gang practices behavior that is exploitative and more repressive than our own (“In Saudi Arabia, physically beating a wife is acceptable provided she is not hit in the face and is struck only where the marks can't be seen”), then “I am not saying that such behavior is an alternate definition of reality that is acceptable. If such behavior creates pain and suffering to others, then I am saying it is wrong, no matter whose reality it stems from, or how logical the action may seem in that context.” This also bears on Moynihan's (1993) observation about “defining deviance down,” in which repeated exposure to rule violations can result in our accommodating to them or “normalizing them” and thereby lowering our expectations. The point, however, as the sociologist W. I. Thomas (1923) said long ago, is that, if we define situations as real, they are real in their consequences. The aim of sociology, then, is to understand how realities are socially constructed and are real in their consequences as a step towards explaining, and ultimately combating, the negative actions that they may produce, regardless of how relatively acceptable they may seem during certain times and contexts.
However, this doesn't mean that all differences we see as odd or deviant are wrong. The best we can do as sociologically informed observers is to demonstrate the existence of alternate definitions of right and wrong and show that, within the context of alternate realities, this is how they work. We are not trying to convince you that alternate realities are equally as “true” and as valid as your own views. Clearly some moral “realities,” and some alternate definitions and practices, are difficult to defend: infanticide, human sacrifice, marriage between eleven-year-old girls and fifty-year-old men, pedophilia, decapitation based on religious beliefs, and, for that matter, the murder of a daughter for an act of social deviance. And there is some anthropological evidence that supports the case for such a more moderate social constructionist position.
Some anthropologists believe in “cultural universals.” In other words, it is possible to identify several standard universal values across all cultures. No culture exists in which “in-group” members accept indiscriminate lying, stealing, violence, suffering, or incest. However, members of one cultural in-group do not necessarily hold those values for members of other cultures, or “out-groups,” and, as we've seen so far, what each culture defined as a value was culturally specific. So, on the one hand, we have a roster of “primal crimes” that are punished in all societies; on the other hand, societies vary immensely in imposing other types of rules – highly variable from one society to another – that seem somewhat arbitrary and whose violation does not threaten the fabric of the society. This is an important distinction.
Are rape, murder, and robbery social constructions in the same sense that, say, premarital intercourse is condemned more strongly in Iran than in Sweden, or that premarital intercourse was condemned more in the United States in the past than today? Yes, all forms of deviance are socially constructed in the sense that norms don't drop down from the sky, but some norms have always existed and don't vary substantially, while others are recent and vary to the extent that they exist in some societies and not in others.
The point is that, if we don't appreciate the social construction process, not only will we likely misunderstand and fail to diagnose the causes and thereby the policy solutions to combat harm-producing realities but we are also likely to regard all cultural differences as wrong, rather than just the extreme manifestations of difference. In short, neither extreme relativism nor extreme absolutism is helpful here. What we need is a measured middle ground.

Summary and conclusions
In this chapter we have seen that, in considering whether behavior is social deviance, we need to examine each of the constituent components of the deviancy construction process, beginning with the audience's considerable role in deviance-making. But we also need to be aware of the reasons why some people are more likely than others to engage in deviance and to look at what factors make an actor deviant. In the study of social deviance, then, we need to explore (1) why and how rules are made; (2) why people break rules; (3) how moral inhibition is compromised and motivation runs free; (4) the process that leads from people's behavior being taken as deviant to its coming to represent their identity; (5) how they reject, avoid, resist, manage, or accept the deviant labels conferred upon them by others; and (6) how they develop new lives, either incorporating or transcending that which others would have them be. Each of these will be a theme of the subsequent chapters. As we have implied, without rules or the reactions of audiences to actors' behavior, social deviance – other than in a purely statistical sense – would not exist and would be meaningless. We turn first, then, to the question of rule-making, or banning of some kinds of behavior.
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	Henry, Stuart (2009a) “Social construction of crime,” pp. 296–304 in 21st Century Criminology: A Reference Handbook, Vol. 1, ed. J. Mitchell Miller. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.


This article is a concise summary of the major theoretical foundations of the social constructivist explanation of crime and deviance, covering Husserl's phenomenology, Schutz's sociological phenomenology, Berger and Luckmann's social construction of reality, Garfinkel's ethnomethodology, Mead's symbolic interactionism, Blumer's social interactionism, and Becker and Lemert's labeling theory. It distinguishes between radical, contextual, and postmodern constructionism and applies social constructionism to crime and deviance, highlighting Goode's “moral panic.”

	Pfuhl, Erdwin H., and Stuart Henry (1993) The Deviance Process. 3rd edn, New York: Aldine de Gruyter.

This work examines deviance and “normality” as socially constructed in the process of human interaction, negotiation, and meaning creation – the outcome of the antagonisms, contradictions, and conflicts in society. The perspective integrates elements of Blumer's interactionism and Schutz, Berger, and Luckmann's phenomenology into one of the few social constructionist texts.
2
Why People Ban Behavior


In the previous chapter we saw how deviance is variously defined and how the audience plays a significant role in the deviance construction process. In this chapter, we focus on the social process involved in defining certain behavior as deviant, a process that is nothing if not political, “in which people's behavior (and/or condition) is publicly signified as different, negatively evaluated, and interpreted as violations deserving of condemnation and control” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 85). Rule-making also involves defining rule violators as deviants, subject to control. Together, defining behavior as deviance and designating certain people as deviants is referred to as banning. Perceived differences that are negatively evaluated are the source of much banning. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the difference perceived may be in behavior, ideas, or appearance. Identifying and defining a behavior draws it out from the vast array of possible behaviors as a special kind: one about which something needs to be done. Howard S. Becker, a jazz musician and sociologist, observed in his book Outsiders:

Social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infractions constitute deviance and applying those rules to particular people and labeling them outsiders. From this point of view deviance is not a quality of the act a 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 been successfully applied; deviant behavior is behavior that people so label. 

(Becker, 1963: 9)



What kinds of behaviors are banned?
As we outlined in the first chapter, the objects of banning are not only behavior deemed unacceptable or offensive but also ideas and ideologies, appearance and lifestyle. Lifestyle usually contains elements of the other three. We'll look more closely at each of these before turning to the social control process.

Banning ideas, thoughts, and beliefs
Not only are behaviors seen as deviant, but also ideas judged to be too extreme are banned. Communism and fascism are two obvious examples; Satanism and cult worship are others. Though widely accepted, paranormal beliefs are deviant according to society's dominant institutions, because they challenge the view of science and invoke a negative reaction from scientists (Goode, 2000). Indeed, “Beliefs are deviant if they fall outside the norms of acceptability and are deemed wrong, irrational, eccentric, or dangerous in a given society or by the members of a particular collectivity within a given society” (Perrin, 2007: 1140). Even within academic higher education, ideas that are deviant from an instructor's line of thinking are often subject to censure, and students have learned to be quiet in classes where they suspect the instructor is partial to either a strong left- or right-wing ideology. Exam answers may be altered from what might have been written to ascribe to the view presented through instruction, regardless of alternate views held by the student or as found by the students in published research.
Consider the case of Harley Sanchez, a graduate student in a large Midwestern university studying for her master's degree in marriage and family therapy. Her graduate program is considered one of the best in the country, and so, already having a bachelor's degree from a flagship campus of the University of California (UC), Harley thought she was well suited to the challenges that a top professional graduate program would offer. Being of Latino heritage, at Berkeley she had been schooled in critical social theory, particularly critical race and feminist theory, and was well versed in the issues that confronted those marginalized by institutionalized racism.
Early into her program of study, however, Harley found that the faculty favored multiculturalism and integration, and the program's students either reflected it or adopted it. In either case it was a far cry from the critical thinking of her UC undergraduate education. When Harley began to interject her comments into the discussion and share her different ideas about what created the conditions for the problems that therapists had to deal with, other students reacted. Over the course of three semesters, Harley became the outcast in her classes and offended her fellow students simply by challenging their ideas. The collective opposition to her thought resulted in hostile and controlling emails from other students and complaints to the program director about her “offensive behavior.” This was a shock to her, but nothing like the shock she experienced when she was reprimanded and put on probation, not for poor work – she was a straight “A” student – but for saying things about institutionalized racism embedded in practices and curriculum which intimidated other students.
As part of the conditions for her continuation in the program, Harley was told that anything she said in classes and via email that other students in the program found offensive would cause her to be thrown out of the degree program. And this went all the way to the university's disciplinary officer, who endorsed the decision. The result was extreme self-censure for fear that she would be “in trouble.” Even her now minimal participation was objected to by other students, who wanted her to participate in the discussions in ways that affirmed their view of reality. It seems that what they really wanted was for Harley to “convert” to their way of thinking and show that she had been “reformed.” Interestingly, Harley has since graduated and is now a supervising therapist in Santa Cruz.
Not only does such treatment cause extreme stress and anxiety and generate feelings of frustration and anger, it also shows that, even in the most mundane settings of a university educational program, “incorrect” thinking can be subject to banning and sanctioning through collective and authoritative social control.

Banning appearances
Similarly, appearances can be banned and stigmatized. Obvious examples are people with disabilities, such as the blind, the crippled, the disfigured, and those who wear outrageous clothes, hairstyles, or tattoos. As Heitzig says, “appearance is a form of nonverbal communication … Through our appearance we identify ourselves to others and allow them to identify us.” Because of our gendered society, this can be particularly controlling of women:

Of course, clothing itself is a major source of symbolic meaning. Items of clothing, as well as cut, fabric, color, and pattern, are taken as clues to the identity of the wearer. Accessories such as shoes, purses/bags, gloves, and jewelry are also part of the symbolic communication of appearance. Physical characteristics such as height, weight, muscle development, breast size, and tans are imbued with meaning as well … the adherence to or violation of these informal norms of appearance allows both the wearer and the observers to make an identification of conformity or deviance. 

(Heitzig, 1996: 353)


Indeed, simple appearance can result in censure and attempts at social control. Consider the following account of the “trouble” caused by a teen's goth appearance:

Most of them are dressed in black with dyed jet-black hair or a bouffant, pale skin and black make-up, regardless of sex. They go to great lengths to pick and choose their clothes. They mousse and gel their hair until it stands straight on the end and they stay out of the sun at all costs. They want to shock yet they want respect. Kelly was in McDonald's one night taking crap from a preppie university student. Her hair was a black and straggled mop. She had shocking black eyeliner and ripped black tights with some sort of black mini t-. The cross hanging from her ear didn't help … The scene resulted in a fist fight outside the restaurant which brought the police and ended in arrest. How can someone's dress and appearance lead to so much trouble? 

(King, 1999: 160)


The interpretation of another's appearance as different and offensive can lead to control or sanctions on the perceived offender. In this sense, appearance can be compared to behavior in that it has a performance effect on others. When that effect is negative, and particularly if it is applied to children, it can be a powerful weapon in the banning process. For example, being obese in public might be disturbing to those worried about the rising problem of obesity. In this context, Jacob Sullum (2001) proposed:

[b]anning fat people from public parks, where they set a bad example for the kids … Ideally, though, we should be moving toward a world in which no child is exposed to potential role models who normalize obesity and cause overeating to be approved behavior. I'm not talking about a complete ban on obesity. People would still be free to be fat in the privacy of their own homes (provided they have no children); they would just not be allowed to go out in public until they slimmed down.


So, from this perspective, appearance is seen to have negative behavioral effects; this is similar to banning children's access to the Internet or suppressing their ability to view mutilated bodies. But this doesn't apply just to children. An Oregon church came under fire for including the following in its “Worship Team Guidelines” under the title of grooming and hygiene: “No Excessive weight. Weight is something that many people have to deal with. Make sure that you are taking care of your temple, exercising and eating properly” (New Creation Church, 2014: 4). In England, “fat shaming” has Steve Miller, presenter of the Sky TV show Fat Families, reported as stating: “Fast food restaurants should ban obese people from gorging on junk food to shock start their weight loss” (Andersen, 2014), and the newspaper columnist Katie Hopkins says that, if she were to become prime minister, she would ban “fat people” from the country (McGeorge, 2015).
The point is that we make meaning out of appearance just as we do out of behavior or ideas – and, if these are viewed negatively in their effects, then we seek to ban them. Clearly, what makes a behavior, idea, or appearance stand out as different or deviant depends on the audience and their values. Whether a behavior is banned also depends on a social process.

Banning as informal social control
We tend to think of banning as a formal process in which communities or whole societies are offended by behavior or appearance, but most banning starts out and continues as part of an informal process by vocal individuals or groups of people with power and privilege; part of retaining their power and privilege involves policing the boundaries that separate them from others. As an example, consider high-school students in the suburban and rural United States. They are typically organized into a social hierarchy of peers who rank themselves according to various “social types,” the most common of which are jocks, preps, geeks, and nerds. Others include dorks, dweebs, freaks, gamers, goths, gangstas, and posers (see www.urbandictionary.com). The jocks and cheerleaders tend to top the high-school social hierarchy in popularity and to determine what behaviors are valued. The following account illustrates the social typing process at work in this former student's school and shows how deviance and “conformity” are inextricably linked through who is “in” and who is “out,” or who is “hot” and who is not:

in junior high school … kids only ate lunch with others of about the same popularity … A-tables were full of football players and cheerleaders and so on, E-tables contained the kids with mild cases of Down's Syndrome, what in the language of the time we called “retards” … Everyone in the school knew exactly how popular everyone else was, including us … Other kids' opinions become their definition of right, not just for clothes, but for almost everything they do, right down to the way they walk. And so, every effort they make to do things “right” is also, consciously or not, an effort to be more popular. 

(Graham, 2003; emphasis added)


Those who are popular set the values that others should follow, which tend also to be shaped by prevailing socio-cultural norms about masculinity. So, in US high schools, physical strength and attractiveness are valued, as are certain kinds of style and dress. Boys also value being able to succeed in attracting good-looking female students, whom they may feel they are empowered to select. Boys who don't possess these characteristics of manly success or behave in ways that contradict them – such as being weak in physique, having acne, studying, being obsessed with computers and technology – are excluded from the popular group's social interaction.
In later chapters, we'll have more to say about the social construction of social stereotypes and the effects of social exclusion on the excluded. Here it is important to recognize that powerful groups establish the norms and then control them by attacking, taunting, and disparaging those whose behavior or appearance is different. They do this informally and, ultimately, can do so formally. So, what is the process that leads groups or individuals to ban and condemn others' behavior, ideas, or appearance?

Banning behavior as a social process
Banning may be accomplished through asserting a positive direction and intention, often to prevent health hazards and protect people from harmful consequences that might arise in the future. For example, banning may be done to protect us from human cloning or genetically altered foods or from environmental hazards or food-borne contaminants. However, it is more common to think of banning as a reactive rather than a proactive process, and often both are combined – for example, when banning extends to behavior such as smoking or appearance such as obesity, which are both treated as unhealthy and deviant. Banning, then, is action taken by audiences against some behavior, appearance, or threat – real or imagined. Audiences are often made up of groups of unorganized people – such as our high-school student example. However, they can also be formed around ordinary citizens' interests or for advocacy, as with members of residence associations, community groups, and self-help or mutual-aid groups organized to lobby for their educational, moral, or political causes. Examples are ASH (Action on Smoking and Health), ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power), COYOTE (Cast Off Your Old Tired Ethics – a group organized to legalize prostitution), and NORML (National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws). Such audiences are no less social types than the social types their banning actions create, as we saw with the high-school example. They are people who perceive harm or feel threatened, powerless, offended, or unsettled. They see banning behavior that they find unacceptable as part of the solution to their problem. It should be noted that, for organizations such as COYOTE and NORML, their objective is decriminalizing a behavior they believe is acceptable, since they consider that the law criminalizes what they claim is victimless behavior. By 2016 NORML had contributed to significant changes in the laws banning marijuana use in the United States, where several states, including Colorado, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, California, and the District of Columbia, have legalized its recreational use.
The process of banning and rule-making may begin with fear but quickly moves to a shared sense of danger and a belief among the fearful that the behavior in question is not going to go away by itself. Moreover, the problematic behavior is believed controllable, and its control can be accomplished by creating new rules or by strengthening existing ones through extra enforcement.
We'll look first at the people who create rules and ban behavior – called “moral entrepreneurs” – and then at how they create “moral panics” in furtherance of signifying the behavior they seek to ban. We'll then examine the way the mass and social media partner in the rule-creating process.

Moral entrepreneurs
Howard Becker eloquently describes the rule-making process used by audiences as being led by enterprising “moral entrepreneurs”:

Rules are not made automatically. Even though a practice may be harmful in an objective sense to the group in which it occurs, the harm needs to be discovered and pointed out. People must be made to feel that something ought to be done about it. Someone must call the public's attention to these matters, supply the push necessary to get things done, and direct such energies as are aroused in the proper direction to get the rule created. Deviance is a product of enterprise in the largest sense. 

(Becker, 1963: 161)


Moral entrepreneurs make rules by changing the meaning that activities have for their participants and by presenting these, with the help of pressure groups, through the mass and social media in a way that gains the public's attention. This is usually done by exaggerating an extreme form of the behavior to create fear and concern. An example is the banning of alcohol consumption on the beaches of San Diego, California.
The year 2008 saw the culmination of a campaign, known locally as the “beach booze ban,” that had sought to ban drinking alcohol at the beach. As part of the social activity and beach culture in southern California, alcohol had been consumed in public for years. A growing concern of residents, supported by restaurant and bar owners, was a series of what were argued to be rowdy incidents, including some folks publicly urinating in surrounding neighborhoods, which led to the banning campaign. The ban was supported by several prominent interest groups, such as MADD (Mothers Against Drunk Driving), the San Diego County Policy Panel on Youth Access to Alcohol, and the San Diego Police Officers' Association. These groups gave several reasons for supporting “alcohol-free beaches.” Using government statistics, they claimed that “Alcohol consumption is closely linked to violence.” Drawing on local police crime data, they asserted that the Mission Beach and Pacific Beach areas of San Diego had three times the rate of violent arrests as the rest of the city and one-fifth of the entire city's alcohol-related arrests. They claimed that alcohol consumption on the beaches was undermining the community and using excessive police resources: “Beach residents have complained of public urination, vandalism, noise, and other alcohol-related problems. Oceanside, Carlsbad, Imperial Beach, and La Jolla have banned alcohol consumption on public beaches with positive results. Law enforcement officials report a reduction in alcohol-related problems, as well as more diversity in the composition of beach crowds” (www.alcoholpolicypanel.org/beaches.shtml; website no longer active). There was also a statement that teen parties using alcohol, presumably on the beach, were associated with a host of problems:

Some consequences associated with youth alcohol problems are unwanted pregnancy, sexual assault, suicide, homicide, scholastic failure, and HIV and other STD transmission. Beaches provide appealing settings for underage drinking. The beach atmosphere is a major contributor to the drinking culture of San Diego. Allowing alcohol consumption on our beaches encourages a dangerous social norm of complacency towards underage and binge drinking. To make matters worse, police officers often cannot be certain which drinkers are and are not 21 and over. Research illustrates that banning alcohol from beaches is an effective way to reduce alcohol-related problems, especially among youth … making our local beaches alcohol-free is an example of good public policy based on a public health and safety necessity. Experience shows that once bans are in place, drunk and disorderly behavior is greatly diminished, and the beach becomes a serene and safe place where families and others can enjoy the ocean environment. Please join law enforcement officials, community groups, and San Diego residents in making our beaches safer and healthier places to live in and visit for all! 

(San Diego Alcohol Policy Panel, 2009)


In the spring of 2008, alcohol ban advocates appeared with drinking advocates in newspaper columns and on local TV and radio talk shows debating the issues. Drinking advocates argued to no avail that previous bans had concentrated the problems into a few areas where bans did not exist, thus exaggerating them, and said there were already laws that governed problems associated with rowdy behavior. The moral entrepreneurs eventually succeeded in their campaign by persuading local councils to support the ban, and this was eventually secured by the passage of a proposition celebrated by the advocacy group:

It has been a long road, and the passage of Prop D – the San Diego alcohol-free beaches initiative – is a truly momentous victory in the fight against underage and binge drinking in San Diego County … Our panel members, community partners, county-funded prevention providers and staff have been advocating for alcohol-free beaches for well over a decade. We encountered many obstacles along the way, including the defeat of Prop G in 2001. True social norms change takes time. If it weren't for your tireless, collective efforts over the years – mobilizing local neighborhoods and speaking to the media time and again in the face of heated public opposition – we wouldn't be here celebrating a diverse city that united to put public health and safety first. Today we can all applaud what may be the single greatest achievement in the San Diego County prevention system's coordinated efforts to change the environment in which young people gain access to and make decisions about alcohol … “The open bar that is the beach, is now closed.” 

(San Diego Alcohol Policy Panel, 2009)


As we have seen, similar campaigns have been waged against smoking in public places, as well as assisted suicide, abortion, and drug use in general. The point here is not whether the arguments of those seeking to ban various behaviors are right or wrong but how these interest groups marshal forces in a political campaign to bring about the resulting changes in public policy. These kinds of moral campaigns to create or change laws against certain behavior have both instrumental goals and symbolic goals. The instrumental goals are typically those stated explicitly in the campaigns, as well as some that are implicit. In the case of the beach booze ban, this includes increasing restaurant and bar trade, because alcohol must be consumed on licensed premises. Less obvious are the symbolic motives.

Banning behavior: symbolic motives
The symbolism of underlying rule-making activity often has to do with status conflicts between the respective supporters and defenders of the ban. Here, the goal may be about establishing or underpinning a social group's position in the society, as Joseph Gusfield (1963) has forcefully demonstrated in the case of the early twentieth-century US Prohibition laws. These laws were passed more as a status marker for middle-class Protestant Americans to demonstrate their continued social and economic dominance in the face of their fear that Irish Catholic immigrants would threaten their moral control. Through the Women's Christian Temperance Movement, they pushed to have alcohol banned throughout the United States. In such cases, a change in law or the implementation of a new law may symbolize which groups are in control of the moral order of a society: “Even though it may not be enforced, merely having a law on the books reflecting one's values and interests may be taken as a measure of a group's moral stature or social status” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 89). For example, analysis of the implementation of a smoking ban in Shasta County, California, shows a similar pattern to the San Diego California beach booze ban, but, as the account below reveals, the ban also reflects the different economic and social statuses of the competing groups in the social order:

Moral entrepreneurs crusading for the ban argued that secondhand smoke damages public health, implicitly grounding their argument in the principle that people have a right to a smoke-free environment. Status quo defenders countered that smokers have a constitutional right to indulge wherever and whenever they see fit … The moral entrepreneurs who engineered the smoking ban campaign were representatives of the prestigious knowledge class, including among their members officials from the local chapters of respected organizations at the forefront of the national anti-smoking crusade. In contrast the small business owners, who were at the core of the opposing coalition of status quo defenders, represented the traditional middle class. Clearly there was an instrumental quality to the restaurant and bar owners' stance, because they saw the ban as potentially damaging to their business interests … In many respects, the status conflicts involved in the Shasta County smoking ban were symbolic … Ultimately, a lifestyle associated with the less educated, less affluent, lower occupational strata was stigmatized as a public health hazard and targeted for coercive reform. Its deviance status was codified in the ordinance banning smoking in public facilities, including restaurants and bars. The ban symbolized the deviant status of cigarette smokers, the prohibition visibly demonstrating the community's condemnation of their behavior. Further the smoking ban symbolically amplified the purported virtues of the abstinent lifestyle. 

(Tuggle and Holmes, 2006: 158)


Whether it is instrumental or symbolic, the conversion of some groups' private moralities into public issues is necessary if their concern is to gain sufficient legitimacy to warrant more formal rule-making. In this process, a principal partner is the media, which, as we shall see later, can act either as a forum for the display of concern or as an instrument for agitating it.
Clearly the range of strategies for mobilizing public moral support is as wide as that available to candidates in a political campaign. Moral entrepreneurs can promote their case for a behavioral ban by associating their proposed rules with positive values or benefits to society. Particularly popular are those bans claimed to increase health or freedom. Importantly, the same strategies can be used for those advocating for “un-banning,” as in decriminalization.
The case for legalizing marijuana, for example, was based on the positive health benefits of “medical marijuana” as well as on the overstated negative effects on social users, especially when compared with the effects of the legal drug alcohol. A similarly powerful impact can be achieved by associating the continued existence of questioned behavior with negative values, pointing to its threat to the mental, physical, or moral fabric of organized society. Again, the advocates against marijuana legalization made these kinds of arguments.
Moral entrepreneurs can draw respectability from the public by establishing alliances with respected members of society or by recruiting their testimonies, or even the individuals themselves. For example, the actors Charlton Heston and Clint Eastwood were drawn in to support the National Rifle Association's attack on attempts to ban assault rifles through the Brady Bill. Snoop Dog was an advocate supporting the initiative to legalize marijuana in Arizona, which was backed by the Marijuana Policy Project's Campaign to Regulate Marijuana Like Alcohol. Other advocates are Sean Parker, former president of Facebook, Peter Thiel, co-founder of PayPal, and the billionaire financier George Soros. It cannot hurt to have support from public elected officials, which in the case of legalizing marijuana includes the Vermont senator and 2016 US presidential candidate Bernie Sanders, who introduced legislation in 2015 that would have ended the federal prohibition of marijuana. Other supporters included the former governor of Minnesota Jesse Ventura, whose book Marijuana Manifesto advocates the legalization of marijuana for both medical and recreational purposes, and the prime minister of Canada Justin Trudeau, who in 2017 “introduced legislation that would make recreational marijuana legal in Canada” by early 2018 (Williams, 2017).
In the case of banning behavior, any endorsement by public officials takes the rule-making case towards a complete ban. Any myth-making, or “fake news,” which can be employed to exaggerate aspects of the behavior or to help hang the activity on the backs of already recognized undesirable social types will help their cause. The strategy of creating “moral panic” and of demonizing sections of the population – in Donald Trump's case, Muslims and Mexicans – is also used and can be based on fact or myth.

The creation of moral panics
In the previous chapter we introduced the concept of moral panic, first coined by the British sociologist Stanley Cohen (1972) in his Folk Devils and Moral Panics. Cohen described the demonization through the mass media of the 1960s “Mods” and “Rockers,” teen rebel groups whose behavior was claimed to threaten valued British cultural norms. In general, moral entrepreneurs promote the idea that certain groups are “folk devils” doing evil, regardless of whether any serious harm exists. According to Erich Goode and Norman Ben-Yehuda (1994), in Moral Panics: The Social Construction of Deviance, moral panics are societal reactions to perceived threats, which have certain characteristics. They have volatility and a life cycle in which they suddenly appear in the media, spread rapidly among large sections of the population, and then decline just as rapidly. One example is the 1980s panic around US private day-care providers who, it was claimed, were engaging in “satanic ritual child abuse” and “abusing their very young charges in satanic rituals that included such practices as blood-drinking, cannibalism, and human sacrifices” (de Young, 2006: 163; 1997). These accusations began in 1983 and ended in 1991 and involved over 100 day-care centers nationwide, whose staff were investigated, charged, and in many cases convicted and given long prison sentences.
An important issue in considering the rule-creation process is how interest groups, moral entrepreneurs, and social movements establish claims about the behavior that they consider to be deviant. The criminologist Ray Surette describes how this “claims making” works.

Claims-makers are the promoters, activists, professional experts and spokespersons involved in forwarding specific claims about a phenomenon. Social problems emerge – become a focus for concern – through a process of claims making. The process determines not only which phenomena come to be designated as social problems, but which characteristics are ascribed to those problems. Claims-makers do more than draw attention to a particular social condition, they shape our sense of what the problem is. Each social condition can be constructed as many different social problems … and each construction implies different policy courses and solutions. The social roles and ideologies of claims-makers affect their characterization of problems; where moralists see sin, medical authorities detect disease, and criminal justice personnel see crime. 

(Surette, 1998: 8–9)


Claims-making, then, not only occurs at certain historical moments but also involves, first, a process of assembling claims about behavior or conditions seen as morally problematic and, second, presenting these claims as legitimate to significant audiences – not least through the news media. In this process, claims-makers can gain more traction for the veracity of their assertion if the questioned behavior is tied to other issues of concern. So, in the alleged day-care sexual abuse example, the linkage was to Satanism. In the alcohol-free beach campaign, the issue was tied to teenage suicide, sex, and HIV/AIDS. Third, a key task in framing a moral problem involves determining how to address the problem to bring about a desired outcome – by defining strategies, tactics, and policy. Fourth, claims-making involves contesting counter-claims and mobilizing the support of key groups.
Goode and Ben-Yehuda say that moral panics also gain public legitimacy through the emergence of experts, who profess to be authorities in discerning cases of the feared behavior in question. In the case of satanic ritual abuse, this group of “experts” was comprised of social workers and mental health professionals. They claimed to be able to identify the satanic menace by reframing the words of children as young as two years of age into accusations against their providers, as well as against others, including business people, politicians, and family members (de Young, 2006: 165). These professionals' professed expertise was bolstered by attorneys and law-enforcement officials and was supported by a newly generated body of materials. Mary de Young describes the process:

Professionals developed and widely disseminated a wholly synthetic diabolism out of materials haphazardly borrowed from eclectic sources on Satanism, the occult, mysticism, paganism and witchcraft … They constructed “indicator lists” to assist other professionals … in identifying child victims, and “symptom lists” to guide the course of their therapy … a burgeoning critical literature was deeply dividing the professional field into claims-makers and counterclaims makers, believers and skeptics. 

(Ibid.: 166–7)


Following the initial revelations, a moral panic spreads through an increased identification of cases of the behavior, which build into a “wave.” In the case of satanic ritual abuse, accusations began at one California preschool and spread to over 100 child-care facilities nationwide. The concern was disseminated via local news media's sensational coverage of the latest “revelations,” supported by the “experts” who appeared on television talk shows and news magazines and testified as expert witnesses at trials. Joining them were the parents of the allegedly victimized children, some of whom formed anti-child abuse interest groups, such as Citizens Against Child Abuse, Believe the Children, and CLOUT (which lobbied for children to be allowed to testify as witnesses in criminal trials).
Moral panics such as this produce an intense hostility towards the accused, who are depicted as enemies of society. As enemies, they are then persecuted. In the alleged child abuse example, this resulted in public vilification via the media and convictions by the courts resulting in long prison sentences. Moral panics also feature systems to assess the moral feeling of the public about the seriousness of the threat. In moral panics, there is typically a disproportional fear relative to actual harm caused. Indeed, Jeffrey Victor's study of child abuse, reported in Satanic Panic (1993, 1998), shows that moral panics need not be based on reality. They can be constructed based on imaginary deviants, whose existence gains credibility in the eyes of the public when authorities and those who claim expert knowledge – particularly of science or medicine – legitimize the accusations. Moreover, these panics are likely to occur when competing bureaucratic agencies are vying for jurisdiction of authority, when methods of detection result in errors, and when there is a symbolic resonance with a perceived threat identified in an existing demonology. That serves as a master cognitive frame which organizes problems, gives meaning to them, explains them, and offers solutions.
Finally, moral panics tend to unravel when a backlash against the persecution occurs, or when the exposure of flaws in identifying the problem begins to emerge. In the child abuse case, the critics had exposed major flaws in the process and accounts that had silenced its most vocal critics (Victor, 1993). Other factors contributed to the death of the panic, including changes in the number of women in the workforce and in day-care licensing and operational practice, such as installing video cameras and making day care more open and accessible (de Young, 2006: 167–8; 1997).
In the end, many of the charges against alleged offenders were dropped and previous convictions were overturned on appeal. Overall, the phenomenon of moral entrepreneurs creating moral panics – to establish rules and laws as a means of controlling what they see as undesirable behavior – depends on their ability to make credible claims, and that too is a political process in which the mass media play a significant role.

The mass media and public policy
Ray Surette (1998) has pointed out that the relationship between the mass media and social culture is reciprocal, with each affecting the other and with the media evolving with social and cultural change to reflect culture and society. Competing claims about a social issue or problematic behavior are played out in the mass and social media. Crime and deviance comprise a large part of television and popular culture, where they are used not only to inform, as in “news,” but also as a source of entertainment (Altheide, 2007: 1107). Some of the most popular television shows are crime, police, or court dramas, such as The Sopranos, Law and Order, CSI, Boston Legal, Bones, Castle, Criminal Minds, The Hunt, Dexter, Breaking Bad, Hannibal, The Wire, etc.
Network news is a forum in which claims-makers compete for the public's attention. However, the media themselves are a collection of competing interest groups, particularly the news media, each vying for the top stories and using the tried and tested formula that, “if it bleeds, it leads.” Indeed, news media and television – especially local news media – are interested in dramatic claims and sensational stories about problems and issues related to major cultural tropes. As a result, not all news is covered; news editors filter out some items and promote others. Without powerful or organized sponsors, and without journalistic ties, it is difficult to break into the media. Organizations that form around public issues must develop a public relations specialty that nurtures media relations and establishes channels for news releases and expert sources. Part of the job of these interest groups is to manage the quality of their media exposure, particularly with regard to including or excluding critical facts, through a variety of strategies, including presentational style, the sequencing of contradictory positions, the amount of coverage, and the orientations of those reporting the “facts.” By altering these elements, the image and the desired definition (meaning) of an issue may be affected”:

Further, by varying visual and auditory stimuli it is possible to increase or decrease the likelihood that an audience will perceive a situation to be consistent with or contradictory to recognized standards or principles … Legitimacy may also be generated by careful use of emotionally loaded words or images, and selectively linking a cause with (or disassociating it from) existing positive values … In addition to aligning their own aims with positive values, moral entrepreneurs try to denigrate the opposition by linking it with negative values. 

(Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 95)


This manipulation of the media by powerful interest groups, supported by and facilitated through spin-doctors, particularly where a senior politician or president is “spin-doctor-in-chief,” is designed to shape public policy to reflect the views of these groups. As Ray Surette notes, “Policies and solutions sought are tied to the claims of the successful winning construction. The linking of claims to policies involves claims-makers who often describe a social problem in a simplified, dramatic, worst-case scenario launching media-based moral crusades and panics. The claims influence the formation of social policy, and the solutions that are seen as workable” (Surette, 1998: 11). Surette says there is research evidence showing that the greatest impact the media make is on raising the fear of crime among the population and on shaping criminal justice policy, called “agenda building.”
Surette argues that models of the effects of mass media campaigns on the public shifted from the 1930s view, that the media was a “hypodermic needle-like mechanism that could be used to inject information and attitudes directly into the public,” to a view in the 1950s and 1960s that the media merely reinforced pre-existing opinions held by members of the public. By the 1970s the belief emerged that the media's impact was affected by social and social demographics, including the notion that the types of people who viewed different kinds of media affected whether they were influenced by its messages. Although the media's effect is strongest in reinforcing and strengthening existing attitudes, it could also (1) form attitudes around new issues; (2) change weakly held attitudes; (3) strengthen selected attitudes; (4) change strongly held attitudes with new facts; and (5) suggest new responses and policy directions (Surette, 1998: 200). The important point is that the mass media's impact is seen to be greatest in generating citizen awareness and attitudes about new problems – precisely the kind of awareness and attitude that moral entrepreneurs are intent on generating.
Surette says there are three areas of importance. The first is the role of the media in raising the significance of crime and deviance as a public issue relative to other issues, which is called “agenda setting.” The second is shaping the public's beliefs and attitudes about crime, called “agenda building,” which resonates with the activities of moral entrepreneurs. Here, a disproportionate fear of crime victimization “encourages moral crusades against specific crime issues, heightens public anxiety about crime, and pushes or blocks other serious problems … from the public agenda” (1998: 203). The third significant area is the media's influence on criminal justice policy. Given the strong empirical connection between the fear of criminal victimization and mass media influences, moral entrepreneurs who emphasize and exaggerate the fear of crime have an obvious and clear strategy to bring about changes in policy.
The relationship between claims-makers, public opinion and public policy is a cooperative, reciprocal one in which the mass media are themselves “claims making actors in the politics of policy formation.” In other words, the media shape criminal justice policy “by establishing ongoing relationships with other local claims-makers including policy makers, lobbyists and public officials” (Surette, 1998: 214). This process involves journalists collaborating with officials and policy-makers, each of whom co-produce policy outcomes, who can – and do – choose to draw on the cases that moral entrepreneurs bring before them and that resonate with their own policy aspirations.
It is important to point out the changing form of news and entertainment, which has increasingly come through social media. Some newspapers have moved from traditional print to fully digital content (e.g. the Christian Science Monitor), and others have been launched only online (e.g. the Voice of San Diego). Regardless of the shift in form, these news organizations still rely on links through reporters to influential experts, and the process of making the news to change ideas, views, or policy towards banning behavior is as we have described it in this chapter.
Ironically, the Internet itself has also become a subject for moral panic, as some moral entrepreneurs want it banned or controlled to stop children having access to pornography, extremist views, or violence. While many use social media to follow trends or learn more about current news topics, those opposed might argue that it allows for complete strangers to interact with each other, putting unaware children – or even adults – at risk. Another risk that feeds the desire for control comes from “phishing,” in which the social media user is seduced into providing compromising information that the phisher exploits.

From banning behavior to making laws
Ultimately, as indicated in the case of Prohibition, the goal of banning a behavior will be met if the powers of the state can be “captured,” meaning that laws are passed to criminalize the behavior in question. This will empower the major law-enforcement agencies to act – in the name of the whole society – on behalf of those groups with immediate concerns. At this point, the interest group can be said to have established an official ban against the behavior. To accomplish this, moral entrepreneurs need to use power.
So far, we have been largely using behavior as an example of the banning process, and it might seem too far-fetched to consider the banning of appearance. However, this was proposed in the state of Mississippi, where House Bill 282, sponsored by Representative Mayhall, a retired pharmaceutical salesman, made it to the Mississippi State House in January 2008. The proposed law would have banned restaurants from serving people with a BMI (body mass index) higher than 30 (for example, for a person of 5ft 9 in. tall, this would be anyone over 203 lbs). Under the bill, restaurants would be monitored for compliance by the State Department of Health, and those found in violation of the law would have their business permits revoked:

State of Mississippi
HOUSE BILL NO. 282
An act to prohibit certain food establishments from serving food to any person who is obese, based on criteria prescribed by the State Department of Health; to direct the department to prepare written materials that describe and explain the criteria for determining whether a person is obese and to provide those materials to the food establishments; to direct the department to monitor the food establishments for compliance with the provisions of this act; and for related purposes. Be it enacted by the legislature of the state of Mississippi:
SECTION 1.



	The provisions of this section shall apply to any food establishment that is required to obtain a permit from the State Department of Health under Section 41-3-15(4)(f), that operates primarily in an enclosed facility and that has five (5) or more seats for customers.

	Any food establishment to which this section applies shall not be allowed to serve food to any person who is obese, based on criteria prescribed by the State Department of Health after consultation with the Mississippi Council on Obesity Prevention and Management established under Section 41-101-1 or its successor. The State Department of Health shall prepare written materials that describe and explain the criteria for determining whether a person is obese, and shall provide those materials to all food establishments to which this section applies. A food establishment shall be entitled to rely on the criteria for obesity in those written materials when determining whether or not it is allowed to serve food to any person.

	The State Department of Health shall monitor the food establishments to which this section applies for compliance with the provisions of this section, and may revoke the permit of any food establishment that repeatedly violates the provisions of this section.


SECTION 2.
This act shall take effect and be in force from and after July 1, 2008.


The Mississippi Bill was in fact defeated. But Japan that same year passed the “Metabo law,” based on the fear of “metabolic syndrome” – poor health resulting from obesity – and the consequent rising health costs for the obese elderly. Now 40- to 75-year-old Japanese must stay below a government-mandated waistline (33.5 inches for men and 35.4 inches for women) or be “required to attend a combination of counselling sessions, monitoring through phone and email correspondence, and motivational support.” Obesity is policed through an annual mandatory checkup of the waist measurements of the entire population, and employers are fined if employees are overweight over time, with fines going to fund elderly care (Anderson, 2014; Oda, 2010: 264–5).
However, even if law is not the outcome of a banning process, “captured institutions” such as science, religion, education, and public opinion are a significant accomplishment for protagonists in the social construction of deviance. But it must not be forgotten that these institutions and agencies are themselves groups with interests, and they may divide on the issue, depending whether these interests are advanced or threatened by the existence of a proposed ban. At the very least, such groups are likely to graft their interests onto the proposed ban such that what emerges is some compromise position – not necessarily the one that the original advocates had in mind.
Not surprisingly, the chances of resisting the ban are considerably improved if those engaged in the behavior, or those who wish to see us remain free to choose it, engage in a counter political campaign. In this context, controversy, rather than consensus, can be claimed. In such circumstances, the law becomes a weapon in the battle between competing interest groups and can create conflict by being a resource to be won.

Summary and conclusions
In this chapter, we have seen that rules are created to ban behavior based on an audience's selection of what it finds different and offensive. Audiences can be informally organized social cliques or more powerfully organized official interest/advocacy groups. In either case, they enforce their view of what is acceptable or unacceptable. In the case of informal groups, this can occur through a hierarchy of domination and exclusion. For more organized groups, it involves a political process of escalation that moves a private problem to a public issue. Moral entrepreneurs mobilize the mass media and public officials to create public interest in their claim through moral panic and fear of harm with the objective of banning the behavior – preferably through enacting law. It should not be forgotten that the reverse process, un-banning or decriminalization or legalization, follows the same political process, as we have indicated with the example of the legalization of marijuana in the USA. In the next chapter, we will see what causes people to behave in ways that others find offensive and that many believe causes banning in the first place.
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3
What Causes People to Deviate? Theories of Deviant Behavior


In this chapter we explore, from a critical social constructionist position, competing explanations for why people break the rules. We do so through three lenses. First, the individual lens views rule-breaking as either an act of individual free choice or the behavior of people with defective biological or psychological traits (micro-perspectives). The second lens sees rule-breaking as the product of social structural forces, such as class, gender, race, and place (macro-perspective). The third lens sees rule-breaking as a social process: the outcome of social interaction and cognitive social processes as these are shaped by the wider structural-cultural context in which they are embedded, but which human agents also re-create and transform (micro-macro perspective). This third lens includes social constructionism and its precursors – social learning theory, neutralization theory, social control theory, interactionism, and labeling theory.

The individual lens
From the perspective of the individual lens, deviance is caused by individuals either by their free choice or because of some pathological biological defects or psychological drives. Though they are opposites in terms of free will or determinism, both versions see deviance as individual rather than social action.

Deviants as free-choice actors: rational choice explanations
One of the first modern explanations of deviant behavior was the idea that, with few exceptions, such as children and the insane, all humans are rational reasoning actors. Known as rational choice theory, this eighteenth-century explanation was based on the economic idea that humans are goal-directed, self-satisfying economic actors. Deviance, like any other behavior, is a rational choice that people select from a range of options by comparing its rewards with possible negative consequences or costs. It assumes that people will choose behavior they perceive as in their best interests. Thus, rule-breakers deviate for hedonistic, selfish reasons. The idea is that all humans are opportunists who will maximize their self-gratification unless there is sufficient control or disincentive to deter them.
Some deviance, such as “event” shoplifting, seems easily explained by this theory. People without savings or who have maximized their credit, when faced with the expense of an upcoming big event, may shoplift what they need, as the Dunlops of Totnes, Devon, did for Mrs. Dunlop's wedding dress, or as the Phillipses of Pennsylvania did to provide food for their wedding reception (Bamfield, 2012). Each couple had an economic need, judged shoplifting to be a low-risk activity, and broke the law to satisfy their need.
Contemporary rational choice theory (also called situational choice) recognizes limits to individuals' capacity to act fully rationally and instead suggests a “limited rational choice” model as more realistic (Cornish and Clark, 2006). Rational choice theory implies that opportunity structures can be manipulated to increase the costs of deviance through “target hardening,” which is making deviance more difficult to achieve (e.g. by adding locks, gates, barriers, etc.). A variant known as routine activities theory argues that the presence of capable guardians, such as concerned neighbors, supervisory monitors, surveillance, aware communities, a proactive police presence, etc., will deter deviance. Strengthening the potential victim's resilience (e.g. to engage in less vulnerable and less risky activities) will further prevent actors deviating (Felson, 1987; Natarajan, 2011).

The constructionist critique of rational choice explanations
From a social constructionist perspective, rational choice explanations reduce the complexity of human actors to identical cost–benefit calculators. Social contexts become opportunity structures. But this completely disregards the different meaning of acts that are part of the shared social contexts of people's lives. For instance, in the shoplifting example, how a culture of retail consumerism commodifies events and materializes social institutions such as marriage plays a part in the meaning-construction process leading to deviant action. Indeed, the rational choice perspective is confounded when social actors intentionally make irrational choices, such as “theft for fun” and “entertainment shoplifting,” or shoplifting “as something to do,” when there are many options for alternative, low-risk, non-deviant activities.
A social constructionist approach sees individuals not as isolated atoms but as social selves: “The ‘self' is a social product, defined and developed in social interaction; ‘society' is an ongoing process, both shaping and shaped by interaction in social networks; and ‘action' is composed of substantively organized episodes of interaction rather than discrete individual acts” (Pescosolido, 1992: 1103). This view “shifts the focus from individual ‘choice' to socially constructed patterns of decisions, including consultation with others” (ibid.: 1096). We will look at this later under the social process lens.

Deviants as kinds of people: biological explanations
An autopsy on the brain of Charles Whitman, who in 1966 shot and killed sixteen people from the top of a 307-foot tower at the University of Texas in Austin, found a walnut-sized malignant tumor in his brain. Such a tumor is known to cause irrational outbursts of violent behavior, which Whitman had reported experiencing prior to the mass murder. According to thirty-two medical experts and scientists, the tumor was the probable cause of his criminal actions (Lanier and Henry, 2010: 95–6). Can deviance be caused by biology? Do certain people have biological defects that lead to deviance? This view is the mirror image of the free choice explanation for deviance: something internal to the person drives them to deviance.
Rooted in Charles Darwin's nineteenth-century scientific studies of evolution, the underlying assumption of the biological explanation is that people who break rules and laws differ in significant ways from normal people who do not deviate. They have impulsive tendencies, or biological defects, making them more inclined to deviate and to act without regard for others. Some are psychopaths who have no empathy and who manipulate relationships to satisfy their material, sexual, or domination needs. The goal of the scientific study of deviance is to compare normal and deviant people. By measuring a variety of features of human biology, scientists claim to be able to identify and catalog these differences. From these data, they develop explanations about how the differences can cause deviance.
The nineteenth-century Italian founders of “scientific criminology,” most notably Cesare Lombroso and his students Enrico Ferri and Raffaele Garafalo, believed that science could help explain criminality. They applied scientific methods to identify multiple physical differences between deviants and non-deviants. This was later expanded to include a variety of environmental factors. Studies of twins separated at birth have also provided some confirmation of the role that heredity plays in human behavior, as have studies of adoptees, though how much of this behavior results from their similar environments is questionable. As scientific techniques developed, so did the range of differences found between deviants and non-deviants, including differences in genes, chromosomes, brain chemistry, brain development, hormones, and diet, among many others. Analysis of offenders' brain patterns is explored through MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) and PET (positron emission tomography) scans. Modern techniques can examine a person's whole genetic structure or “genotype,” and many bio-criminologists argue that certain genetic patterns interacting with specific triggering environments may be responsible for antisocial, socially deviant, or criminal behavior (Beaver, 2010; Walsh and Ellis, 2007).

The constructionist critique of biological explanations
Social constructionists challenge biology's uncritical acceptance of “normality.” They show how social norms are the result of socio-political processes. What counts as deviance is the result of a political process of rule-making, as we saw in the previous chapter. Rules and norms are categories of behavior that have no connection to the behavioral patterns of those who violate them but are more connected to the ways society responds to rule-breaking through its social control systems. Thus, deviance from those norms is also political, since there is nothing biological about the need to follow socially constructed norms. Deviants are not naturally occurring biological types but people who do not follow some normative prescriptions.
Biological theories of deviance also have problems explaining why most social deviants are inconsistently deviant – that is, “deviants” follow most of the rules, most of the time, deviating only on exceptional occasions. Why, if they are driven by biological defects, are they not consistent in their deviation? To make their explanations credible, many biologists qualify biology as mediated by or triggered by “the environment.” If that qualification is taken seriously, then we need to know how much of deviance is environmental and how inclusive is the scope of “environment.” If it includes social processes, then that considerably diminishes the significance of the biological explanation.
A further unidentified facet of the biological explanation is why some people, with the same biological conditions, may not deviate but are rule-following. Conversely, biologists also have difficulty explaining why some people without the same biological traits also deviate from the same social norms. Nor does it explain positive deviants who are not stigmatized but celebrated or why some people who exhibit the very same risk-taking behaviors as deviants may be seen as valuable, such as the actions of some corporate leaders – or even presidents!
Social constructionists argue that biologists who identify differences that they claim predispose some people towards deviance fail to recognize that, even where biological differences can be identified and deviant behaviors associated, the ways violators are responded to by others may cause the amplification of their deviant behavior. This is because the labels identifying deviant actors exhibiting such traits become self-fulfilling prophecies.
In short, biology tells us something about the proclivities of some rule-breakers but offers no explanation for most social deviants. The reason biology has difficulties explaining deviance is because it omits the social processes that overlie any biological differences.

Deviants as kinds of personalities: psychiatric and psychological explanations
Adam Lanza, the twenty-year-old American who in 2012 entered Sandy Hook, a Connecticut elementary school, and shot to death twenty kids (aged six to seven) and six teachers, had a mental health history. He was described as having “severe and deteriorating internalized mental health problems” that included anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, Asperger's spectrum disorder, and anorexia. Anorexia can lead to malnutrition and cognitive impairment (Office of the Child Advocate, 2014; Sandy Hook Advisory Commission, 2015). So, was this mass homicide/suicide caused by mental illness and personality disorder?
Rooted in the work of Sigmund Freud, psychological theories explain deviant behavior as the outcome of mental processes – how people think and react to inputs from perception and emotional and environmental stimuli. This explanation is related to biology insofar as the physical brain affects our cognitive processes. Psychological theories explain abnormal or antisocial behavior in several ways. One is that social deviance stems from thought processes that form during human development and become part of our adult personality.
Psychologists show that people have different personalities which produce variations in behaviors, some of which are abnormal and some antisocial. Deviant personalities are formed, according to Freudian psychoanalysts, through a series of mental, moral, and sexual stages that are part of childhood personality development and become part of our unconscious. If not curbed by appropriate socialization or treatment, abnormal developmental processes or traumatic events produce personality disorders. Psychological disturbances may become part of the individual's personality or may be adopted as an appropriate behavioral response to situations of conflict.
A significant component of the psychological explanation of deviance is how people are socialized into conformity or non-conformity during the developmental process. During personality development, behavior is learned in a variety of ways, from being rewarded or punished (behaviorism) to social learning from others.
More recently, psychologists have taken the view that antisocial behavior is the result of interaction between the person's propensities, their observations, and their environmental and situational context. Here, antisocial behavior is an outcome of an interactive process that develops over time, such that social or environmental factors may trigger erratic deviant behavior in those psychologically predisposed. They may have developed scripts and thinking patterns that respond to certain situations, such as frustration or barriers to achievement, that are antisocial and destructive to others and themselves.
Psychologists use scales, inventories, and questionnaires to identify and classify the differences between those who suffer from psychological disturbances and those who do not. Measurement is critical, since what is “normal” must be differentiated from what is “pathological.” Advances in technology have shown how the human brain integrates information from various senses and constructs meaning. Psychologists and psychiatrists have shown how humans learn, the role that emotions play in our behavior, and how chemicals, diet, hormones, and other substances affect our thought processes and subsequent behavioral patterns. Each of these factors has been applied to the study of deviance and to the behavior of those we classify as criminal (Bartol and Bartol, 2017; Samenow, 2004).
Interestingly, the doctors and psychiatrists who reported on Adam Lanza, the Connecticut rampage shooter, did not explain his mass murder of children as having been caused by mental illness. Millions of people suffer from similar problems and don't commit homicide. In Lanza's case there were numerous indications that he had suffered from psychological problems as a child, but these went untreated, despite psychologists' recommendations that he needed intense therapy. As one psychiatrist said: “It's not that his mental illness was a predisposing factor in this tragedy … It was his untreated mental illness that was a predisposing factor” (Cowan, 2014). Lanza's having been left untreated, protected by a single parent who ignored a Yale University psychological recommendation for treatment, and allowed to possess “numerous firearms and high-capacity magazines” in his home combined into the crescendo that was the mass shooting.

The social constructionist critique of psychiatric and personality explanations
Some social constructionists reject the conventional and psychiatric idea that mental illnesses are objective diagnostic entities that cause deviance, arguing that mental illness is a myth (Szasz, 1970; 1974). Instead, they believe that the professions of psychiatry and psychology have claimed the power to create and label violations of rules and norms as deviance, and that they use socially constructed complex diagnostic classifications in this process.
Other social constructionists see the creation and application of categories of mental illness which stigmatize those suffering from the stress of dealing with mental disturbances as a mechanism to control their behavior. Such labels mean that people can be locked into stereotypical identities and subject to treatment. For these constructionists, the labels or diagnostic categories are cultural definitions, applied to people exhibiting certain behaviors that are culturally framed and socially defined. From this perspective, the classifications are not qualities possessed by individuals, their personalities, or their brains; rather, they are imposed on them by agents of social control (Scheff, 1966).
Indicating the socially constructed nature of diagnostic labels, psychiatric categories in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) can change, as in the case of homosexuality, which was once used to explain varieties of sexual deviance. Constructionists point out that DSM “definitions pervasively confuse problematic but natural human emotions which develop as responses to stress with mental disorders” (Horwitz, 2012: 559).
Social constructionists recognize that some extreme thought processes and actions responding to the stress of mental illness can have real negative consequences for others. For example, “The distorted thought processes of schizophrenia, massive and continual use of alcohol, or extravagant behaviors of bipolar disorders can have real consequences regardless of the social definitions placed upon them” (Horwitz, 2012: 562). While, in most cases of mental illness, personality “disorders” are social categories used to control deviant behavior and to “medicalize” social and moral problems (Conrad, 2007), this does not deny underlying natural disturbances. However, these are socially or culturally mediated: “The question should not be whether nature or culture influences pathology; instead, we want to know the particular ways that natural and cultural forces interact to produce mental illnesses” (ibid.: 563).
An evolutionary-based version of social constructionism called harmful dysfunction (Wakefield, 2007) attempts to integrate the naturalistic and the constructionist versions. It assumes there are dysfunctional mechanisms but argues that “Only psychological conditions that are caused by … failures of psychological mechanisms to perform the functions that evolution designed them to serve are mental disorders” (Horwitz, 2012: 565). Thus, mental dysfunctions are socially constructed, and culture “has profound influences on the expressions, definitions, and responses to mental illness” (ibid.: 567), but they may also have an underlying dysfunctional condition. However, this position doesn't adequately explain what causes some people, only some of the time, to violate rules while most of the time following them. To resolve this, the theory resorts to a naturist evolutionary assumption about underlying causes of stress that in some social contexts lead incumbents to cope in certain culturally prescribed ways.

The social-structure lens
The social structural explanation for deviance sees its cause in the pathology of the society rather than of the individual. This can be a result of the kinds of places, neighborhoods, or locations within an organization or social system or because of social forces such as status, race, or gender in an unequal society. In each case the source of deviance is located outside the individual in aspects of society's culture and social structure.

Deviants by geographical place: social ecology and subcultural theories
The idea that crime and deviance reside in places, not people, was a popular explanation in the twentieth-century reaction to individualist theories of deviance, not least because deviant places “tend to persist over time, even after populations change” (Posick, 2014: 196–7). The view asserts there is something socially toxic about places conducive to social deviance (Garbarino, 1995). Because these explanations treat a neighborhood or environment as a complex interconnected system, the analogy to ecology was adopted to explain deviance.
Social ecology was founded in the work of Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay (1942), who were Chicago School sociologists, and was more recently developed by Robert Sampson, among others (2006; Sampson et al., 1997; Stark, 1987). It assumes that specific places and/or cultural groups may render a person inhabiting those spaces, and involved in its local social networks, prone to deviance. Deviance is less likely if there are supportive networks of people with close ties in organized communities. This is because such communities exercise effective informal social control over their deviant members. Deviance is more likely in disorganized, fractured, or broken communities. Here it occurs because people's limited life choices dispose them towards predatory actions. Generally, the geographic place in question is an impoverished urban neighborhood with relatively disadvantaged economic conditions, a high-density population, social disorganization, and conflicting cultures or subcultures: “Deviant places tend to be in dense urban areas, disadvantaged neighborhoods, mixed use and transient neighborhoods, and neighborhoods marked by dilapidation. These areas promote cynical attitudes, opportunities for deviance, motivations for deviance, and diminished social control. Such places are deviant because of their location and relationship to the environment, and the types of people who congregate (or do not congregate) there” (Posick, 2014: 197). In addition, the social disorganization provides ineffective, weak social control.
Ecological factors are themselves tied to the politics of urban development, urban land use, and the alienation, relative deprivation, and abandonment experienced by those who inhabit urban spaces. Here neighborhood residents feel excluded from the mainstream of society and hostile towards all but those closest to their own ethnic group. Thus, conflict is generated between territorial groups and between adolescents and their families.
These problems are intensified when the most successful residents move out to the suburbs, leaving concentrations of problem sufferers. The accumulation of fragmented and disadvantaged residents provides poor role models for children, who become traumatized, which further demoralizes the remaining residents. Demoralization leads to withdrawal from a community, making residents more vulnerable to victimization as vital networks of informal social control are undermined. Sometimes, large parts of entire cities fall victim to the same forces, such as the South Side of Chicago or, in the UK, parts of the cities of London, Birmingham, Manchester, and Liverpool.
Migration and settlement can bring a person's indigenous cultural values into conflict with the dominant mainstream culture, resulting in deviance (called “culture conflict”). There are also cases where subgroups within a larger culture may have longstanding differences with the mainstream and with other subcultures that may be manifest as deviant or criminal acts, particularly when subcultural groups provide young people with identity and support through gangs. Gangs have become permanent features of some urban areas, with organizational features that span generations and stretch across continents, such as the Old Trafford Cripz and Moss Side Bloods.

Social constructionist critique of social place-based explanations
Social constructionists agree that stereotypes can apply to places, not just to people. Place has become as important as race in considering who gets stereotyped, profiled, or subject to control: “While in the past we spoke of race as something universal whose meaning was fixed from one place to another, now it is not so simple. Race has become space. While in the past we stereotyped people, now increasingly we stereotype communities, neighborhoods, and places. What this means is that race means something different depending on your location” (Jones, 2016: 5). Moving across contested spaces can change the meaning of the stereotype constructed about people; being “out of place” can raise suspicion about motives and can draw negative controls that can be termed deviant.
However, the spatial distribution of crime and deviance is not arbitrary but, rather, the outcome of a social process. It includes decisions by powerful investors (e.g. slum landlords), media coverage (which focuses on sensational street crime, violence, and drug use), and politicians (who support increased law enforcement). These decisions are influenced by perceptions. Considerable evidence exists that perceptions of neighborhood disorder are “central in shaping the actions of various decision makers including current and prospective residents, investors, community leaders, potential offenders, and the police” (Sampson and Raudenbush, 2004: 336). These social actions result in concentrations of progressively deteriorating neighborhoods, an increased perception of disorder, dangerousness, and higher rates of crime and deviance. These problems are subject to selective law enforcement and labeling that treats social constructions as real and reproduces these conditions in a self-fulfilling prophesy; the more they are formally policed, the more dangerous and defeated they appear, the more those who can do so move out, leaving those with the least capabilities and fewest resources behind.
While it has long been assumed that perceptions of neighborhood disorder were the result of deteriorating objective conditions, such perceptions are also shaped by historical and cultural negative constructions of stereotypes such as race: “residents supplement their knowledge with prior beliefs informed by the racial stigmatization of modern urban ghettos” (Sampson and Raudenbush, 2004: 336). Moreover, “Perceptions of disorder thus appear to create a self-fulfilling structural prophecy whereby all actors are likely to disinvest in or move away from black or mixed areas viewed as high in risk for disorder, but … are… more likely to move” (ibid.: 337). Such negative perceptions of deterioration, disorder, and undesirability are thus tied to wider cultural stereotypes that can sustain segregation and can be real in their consequences.
Even in such neighborhoods most adolescents are not delinquents, and high rates of crime and delinquency are dependent on the definitions of crime constructed, policed, and reported. Most reported crime consists of highly visible “street crime,” which is publicly policed, unlike “suite crime,” which takes place in the private boardrooms and offices of corporations. If the latter were policed and surveilled in the same way as the inner-city streets, our conception of “dangerous areas” would dramatically change. This is not to deny the reality of crime and deviance in crime “hotspots”; rather, it shows that the reason this becomes a “reality” is because of the multiple social processes that amplify some aspects of social life and diminish or ignore others.
For example, Davis and Holland-Davis (2015) showed that, when applied to organizations, it is possible to explain high levels of workplace deviance, thus moving the place explanation of deviance beyond the community to where people work. Workplaces with marginalized workers, high employee turnover, and high levels of employee heterogeneity “discourage employee network formation and collective action against deviance” (ibid.: 262). They

weaken the ability of workplace networks to prevent deviance … workplaces characterized by low pay, few benefits, and few opportunities for advancement will produce more employee turnover, which lessens commitment to organizational goals. In addition, age differences within the workforce can create conflicting viewpoints regarding the acceptability of occupational deviance. Together, these disorganized work conditions give employees less incentive to develop stable friendships and workgroup networks. Without these networks, workgroups will be less likely to convey pro-organizational norms or exercise informal control over employee behavior. (Ibid.: 280)


So, the focus on toxic neighborhoods reflects a selection bias that ignores toxic workplaces and, for that matter, toxic corporate boardrooms.
The social constructionist critique does not deny that a fragmented social process of informal social control can create conditions ripe for deviation; it challenges how these explanations are applied to some spaces and not others, and how the perceptions that feed the reality are themselves both socially constructed and structurally rooted.

Deviants by societal misalignment: anomie and strain theories
Cheating and plagiarism have become a common feature of students' attempts to achieve academic and economic success in a competitive educational environment. Consider the following report about the elite Stuyvesant High School in Manhattan:

Although students enter the school knowing they are among the best in the city, they must compete with hundreds just like them. And, they say, the pressures only grow: they are convinced that they are bound for bright futures, yet not all are equipped for the work that entails … this makes for a culture in which many students band together, sharing homework and test advice in a common understanding that they simply have to survive until they reach their goals: dream colleges and dream jobs. (Yee, 2012)


This pattern of activity, where deviance is the result of individuals attempting to achieve socially approved goals by illegitimate means, is explained by anomie or strain theory. In this view, something is “sick” or “strained” about the arrangements of a society that leads some to deviate.
Anomie theory, rooted in the classical French sociology of Emile Durkheim ([1893] 1984) and the American sociology of Robert Merton (1938, 1957) and, more recently, in Robert Agnew's revised strain theory (1985, 1992), shows how the organization of a society negatively impacts the behavior of its members. Durkheimian anomie is the idea that periods of rapid social and economic change, particularly industrialization, undermine the existing moral fabric of traditional agrarian society, deregulating the control of behavior. When a society loses its collective sense of identity – reflected in social responsibility, altruism, and mutual interdependence – to the celebration of individual identity, achievement, and success, the outcome is unlimited and unfettered aspirations. Some of these aspirations are pursued through deviant behavior. Institutional anomie theory further argues that the materiality of an industrial society colors its social institutions, undermining their ability to provide adequate moral control and resulting in higher rates of deviance (Messner and Rosenfeld, 2012).
Robert Merton's (1938) application of anomie to American society highlighted a clash between the society's access to opportunity and its widely shared cultural goals. The strain of this mismatch leads to perceptions of relative deprivation, as those without the means are denied the opportunity to achieve its culturally ascribed goals, while those who have the means succeed in reaching theirs. Adaptations to the strain of perceived relative deprivation include deviance from conformity, some of which can involve innovative ways to achieve cultural goals, but through illegitimate means (as in students cheating on tests to ensure success). Merton assumed that humans are socialized to behave rationally to achieve their goals and argued that most want to achieve the American Dream, measured by money success; one legitimate route to that goal is high grades and college success. If blocked from pursuing these culturally prescribed goals, individuals can experience frustration, depression, and anger. Outside of conformity, Merton identified four possible modes of adaptation, which we can illustrate with the cheating example among college students. First, students can respond “ritualistically,” by giving up on the goals but continuing to follow the means, even if they are failing to achieve the prescribed goals: “they could just keep on going to class and studying, even though they do badly and have little hope of being an academic success” (Wright, 2008). Second is “retreatism,” whereby students give up on goals of college and the conventional means to achieve them: “They could also just give up on everything and stay in their dorm rooms playing video games and party” (ibid.). Third, students could rebel against society's goals and means and replace them with their own alternatives: “They could redefine the goals and means of college – that it's about making a social change rather than learning, and so they might get into the protest scene” (ibid.). If instead the college students accepted the goals but rejected the means, they could be “innovating”: “they could hold onto visions of academic success but achieve it with disapproved means such as cheating at tests or plagiarizing papers” (ibid.).
The emotions accompanying societal strain can convert into individual stress and that, in turn, to deviant behavior. Alternatively, students could participate in collective action by joining with others to drop out or by collaborating on cheating as a reaction to perceived unjust treatment by the system (too much competition for limited college places, poor instructors, too many demands). Indeed, the criminologist Robert Agnew (2001) takes a more social psychological perspective, arguing that strain is a state of being whereby individuals experience negative emotions such as anger, aggression, frustration, sadness, and despair. When treated badly by others in their immediate social contexts, they need to find a way to escape the psychological pain that strain causes. Agnew sees crime, deviance, and antisocial behavior as the outcome of psychological feelings of being cornered or trapped in a community or institutional setting, to which deviance provides an escape or reaction:

young people in inner-city communities may also have a tendency to cope with strain in a delinquent manner, given both a lack of coping resources and limited options for legal coping … They generally have less control over their lives, have difficulty removing themselves from adverse environments, and have fewer opportunities for legal coping, given poor schools and limited job opportunities. At the same time, inner-city youth often encounter numerous opportunities for criminal coping, such as gang membership and drug selling. (Brezina, 2016; Brezina and Agnew, 2013)


In summary, strain sees deviance as a normal reaction to a pathological society (Agnew and Kaufman, 2010).

Social constructionist critique of pathological society explanations
While anomie and strain explanations are plausible, showing how both human action and social structure come together to produce deviance, they give excessive weight to the overarching structure and the dominance of “mainstream” cultural definitions while supposing a simplistic rational-reactive model of human agents. The assumption that a capitalist society contains a dominant mainstream value of materialism, proliferated through cultural values, presents far more unity than the diversity of human agents that constitute it. To classify those deviating from the assumed mainstream values into various forms of deviant adaptation (ritualism, retreatism, rebellion, and innovation) fails to recognize the ongoing change in the diversity of groups that comprise society and ignores the interactive social processes that create meaning for relational networks. Moreover, to limit human agents to mere rational actors responding to various structural elements fails to recognize human creativity in shaping their world and to show how deviant or differently constructed worlds can reshape the totality, both its culture of values and its structure and organization.
Thus, it is not that social structure exists in set ways, independent of the humans who continuously create it, but rather that, through their creative engagement and cognitive innovation in daily interaction, humans create meaning that is constitutive of the social structure of which they are a part. Deviance is not simply marginal to it, an abandonment of it, or an alternative to it, but integral to its continued creation and thereby transformation. Strain theory's explanation assumes a static overarching superficial structure of unequal distribution of means without problematizing the centrality of such a system to the meaning of most people's lives.

Deviants by structural inequalities: race, class, and gender explanations
“In the last four years Earl Sampson, 28, has been questioned by police 258 times, searched more than 100 times, jailed 56 times, and arrested for trespassing 62 times. The majority of these citations occurred at his place of work, a Miami Gardens convenience store where the owner says police are racially profiling” (Golgowski, 2013). “Ironically the crime that Sampson was stopped in suspicion of and arrested for is trespassing – at his own job … One video recorded on June 26, 2012, shows Sampson clearly stocking coolers and being interrupted by MGPD Sgt. Willian Dunaske who orders him to put his hands behind his back and then handcuffs him, leads him out of the store, and takes him to jail for ‘trespassing'” (Jones, 2016: 43). Conflict over race, the stigmatization of African American men, and police profiling are manifestations of the conflict between social groups in society. Other sources of conflict are class, class power, gender, and patriarchy.

Conflict and radical theories
Conflict and radical theories are rooted in the philosophy and sociology of Karl Marx ([1844] 1964), Willem Bonger (1916), and Max Weber (1922) and, more recently, those of George Vold (1958), Steven Spitzer (1975), Richard Quinney (1970, 1977), and Austin Turk (1966, 1969). These theories assume that forces external to the individual – coming from a society's divisions and inequalities – shape its institutions and channel human behavior and social interaction to cause deviance. They view humans as potentially active creative entities capable of shaping their social world but see them as repressed from what they could become, co-opted and manipulated for the benefit of dominant powerful interests. These theorists believe deviance occurs when society promotes individual and egotistic interests at the expense of social, collective, altruistic, or humanistic ones.
According to conflict and radical theories, deviance is endemic in societies, divided by race, class, and status, fueled by a system of domination and inequality, alienation and injustice. Deviance derives from differences in power, and it manifests when dominant groups/segments define the behavior of subordinate segments as “threatening” their interests or disturbing the social order. Dominant groups use law as a weapon to designate others' behavior as deviant and employ society's social control apparatus to enforce their own group's definitions of reality about what is unacceptable to preserve the status quo. Deviance is also seen as a form of resistance by subordinated segments of society against their oppression.
The “conflict” version of this theory argues that social inequalities result from groups that compete in a struggle for limited resources, power, status, and prestige. For example, students may compete for grades, right-to-life groups for anti-abortion law reform, oil companies for the right to drill, Native Americans for the right to preserve their sacred lands, etc. Thus, deviance may stem from differences in economic wealth, a clash of cultures, or struggles over status and differences in ideology, morality, religion, race, and ethnicity. In such struggles, dominant groups render deviant or criminalize the behavior of those deviating from their own cultural standards and behavioral norms.
“Radical” theory, in contrast, argues that deviance is the consequence of a deeper economic conflict rooted in economic power and in the appropriation and concentration of wealth by a dominant minority in class-divided societies. Capitalism, based on the private ownership of property, generates and concentrates vast quantities of wealth that provide the conditions for deviance. Mechanisms of social control are either directly controlled by the economic elite or play a mediating role, softening the worst excesses of exploitation to provide legitimacy for the whole capitalist system. In a class-based analysis, humans are impoverished by the vast economic inequalities produced by the capitalist system and lose any sense of humanity to the process of production and consumption. Social institutions and the state act to mitigate the worst excesses of capitalist exploitation but are colored and controlled by dominant class interests or a government system that ultimately maintains existing power relations (Lynch and Stretesky, 2011).

Feminist and gender theories
When women reject dominant male stereotypes that define their role, their worth, or their appearance, is this a gender-based act of defiance? Is it an act of resistance against male domination and a political attempt to change social norms? When the French performance artist ORLAN used plastic surgery to make herself less attractive according to conventional definitions of beauty, also called “body modification,” “mutilation,” or “monstrification,” was she acting deviantly or actively challenging the existing social order (O'Bryan, 2005)? Do such acts redefine beauty, ugliness, normality, and deviancy by blurring existing boundaries (Steinhoff, 2015)? Consider the following: “Bodies that purposefully violate norms do so with a motive that challenges the boundary between normal and deviant. In this perspective deviant bodies can be seen as an attempt to enact social change. Carnival bodies are a form of resistance to definitions of deviance” (Lane, 2014: 295).
Feminist theory appeared in criminology largely in the works of Carol Smart (1976), Kathy Daly (1997), and Meda Chesney-Lind (1986, 1989; Daly and Chesney-Lind, 1988), rather than in deviance theory. It saw male power and the patriarchal society as the root cause of crime and deviance. Patriarchy is the “law of the father,” in which male activities and accomplishments are valued more than those of females, and in which social institutions, from the family to the factory, are structured to privilege men, who hold all or most of the dominant positions. Patriarchal power structures harm and oppress women and girls, who are more subject to social controls than are men. Feminist criminologists point out that, within our patriarchal society, men commit 80 percent of the serious crimes. They argue that this overriding fact of gender inequity needs to be explained.
There are several feminist theories depending upon how feminism is conceived (Daly and Chesney-Lind, 1988; Daly, 1997). Feminist theorists see the major division of social conflict based on either real or socially constructed differences between men and women. For example, “liberal feminists” highlight gender inequalities and discrimination, arguing that these are the product of differential patterns of child socialization or gendered social learning. They believe that correcting gender-biased child socialization, removing inequalities of opportunity in society, and providing child care to reduce the wage gap will reduce deviance. Such social changes will empower women's independence and reduce men's sexual harassment of women through their positions of power, dominance, and control.
In contrast, “radical feminists” focus on the biological differences between men and women. These differences account for increased aggression and violence by men relative to women, which is found in most animal species. Women are naturally nurturing and collaborative. Radical feminists' solution to biologically based difference in deviance and crime is to replace men in positions of power with women, who will act less aggressively and more cooperatively.
More recently, feminist criminology has recognized that gender is not the single central organizing theme but one of several divisions, including class, race, and ethnicity, that can act together to oppress and channel women's lives – an approach called “intersectionality.” The intersection of these forces goes deeper in explaining the socially constructed nature of “femininity” and “sexuality” to incorporate the different cultural experience, socialization patterns, labor market situations, and experiences of women of color subject to social control.
Intersectionality requires that gender include sensitivity to racial and ethnic differences, and it also builds on previous attempts by socialist and Marxist feminists to incorporate a class dimension into feminist theory. In addition, it attends to critical race theorists' claims that feminism has largely addressed the concerns of middle-class white women and ignored women of color. It goes further than simple class and race distinctions and beyond the simplistic black/white distinction within a gender analysis to incorporate, as part of a broadened feminist analysis, different cultural experiences, such as those of Latino women, Asian women, Native American women, and women with disabilities (Chesney-Lind and Morash, 2011).

Social constructionist critique of class, race, and gender explanations
Like anomie and strain theory, conflict and critical theory recognize the impact of the wider social structure in shaping the actions of its human subjects and appears to recognize human agency as active in creating resistance to oppression. However, in this framing, certain structures of power are privileged as dominant coercive forces, while powerless human agents are marginalized as struggling rational choice actors reacting to, and resisting, these unjust conditions. Thus, human subjects are denied autonomy in creating their own social worlds, and any meaningful constructions they create are contaminated by the wider systems of power and domination. Even when structural explanations recognize social constructions as part of the process of re-creating the social structure, they attribute the power of construction to state agencies and the political process of labeling rebels as deviants. What is lost here, as with strain and anomie, is any recognition that human subjects acting together create meaningful worlds of difference, but in doing so these subjective worlds become part of the wider structure and transform it. Actions are not simply reactions but transformations of parts of the whole. The pure Marxist version of class exploitation seeing deviance as a “romantic” or idealist celebration of working-class resistance is flawed, say “left realists,” who describe radicals as “left idealists.” Indeed, even the model of a hierarchical class-based society with owners of production versus owners of labor has been challenged as inaccurate, not least “because class is no longer considered to be the key factor that divides groups in advanced capitalist societies … class difference or even ‘class' is no longer as clear-cut as it used to be because of the increased diversity that characterizes contemporary Western capitalist societies” (Ugwudike, 2015: 93). More significant are divisions along the lines of race, religion, and gender, which, when combined with class, constitute what is termed the “intersectionality” perspective.
Feminist theory offers its own critique of the structuralist versions of feminism. Feminist social constructionists argue that the difference in levels of male versus female violence is an outcome of the way males claim, build on, and sustain their power in a gender-structured world. For them, deviance stems from – and is an expression of – men's power, control, and domination over women. Deviance is a manifestation of masculinity; it is the act of “doing gender.”
So far, we have examined traditional explanations of deviance from a critical social constructionist perspective, compared different theories from the individual lens and those from the social structure lens, and found that all are deficient. They either emphasize and prioritize individual forces over structural ones or privilege structural forces of class, race, or gender over human agency. In the next section we look at explanations of rule-breaking through the social process lens, which considers both human agency and social structure as mutually constitutive social processes.

The social process lens
The social process lens sees individuals and social structures as co-produced through social interaction over time. Early versions of social process theory tended to ignore the effects of social structure in shaping action. More recent social constructionists view social structures and the forces of class, race, gender, and space as the ongoing outcomes of the micro-processes that reproduce them and that shape and channel – but do not determine – individual human actions. Social constructionism thus represents a micro-macro integrative explanation, and that is the approach taken throughout this book.

Deviants as misguided: social learning theories
One of the earliest social process explanations for deviant behavior was that deviance is learned, just like any other behavior, during social interaction with significant others, such as parents, family, friends, peers, or gangs. Ronald Akers (1985) argued that human behavior is the result of people learning from those who already possess “scripts” about what to value, appropriate motives, and prescriptions for how to behave. Humans adjust their behavior in response to the reactions of others or, as Albert Bandura (1977) pointed out, model and reproduce parts of others' behavior, whether real or from mass media images. People also absorb variations of behavior and apply these to new situations. Social learning theorists thus believe that, while they start out as social blanks, humans learn behavior, whether deviant or conventional, criminal or law-abiding.
What is crucially different between conformists and deviants is the content of what is learned. Both are socialized to conform to social norms. People are influenced by, taught about, and ultimately act on what they are exposed to by significant others. The norms that law-abiders learn are those of conventional mainstream society, whereas the norms learned by delinquents and deviants are those of a delinquent subculture with values opposed to the larger society. Those who commit deviant acts learn specific knowledge, skills, motives, and techniques about how to commit their acts, along with rationalizations that excuse or justify their behavior (Sellers et al., 2012).
More recent constructivist versions of social learning theory adopt Albert Bandura's “agentic” view of humans. Thus humans, rather than being passive actors learning others' knowledge, act purposefully and in a self-regulating way, based partly on experience but also on the situational context: “human action, being socially situated, is the product of a dynamic interplay of personal and situational influences” (Bandura, 2001b: 154). Humans act on the world they experience rather than just reacting to it. “Persons are neither autonomous agents, nor simply mechanical conveyers of animating environmental influences” (ibid.: 156), but they learn through interactions between their experiences and observations. Cognitive, emotional, and biological factors interact with “behavioral patterns” and “environmental events, to influence each other, such that changes in one result in changes in the other” (ibid.: 156–7).
In this more constructivist approach to social learning and social action, not only do persons and situations affect each other, but also the behavior they produce can feed back and interact with other persons and situations. Thus, behavior is “an interacting determinant rather than a detached by-product” of social interaction with others and one's environment (Bandura, 2001b: 157). People “function as contributors to their own motivation, behavior, and development within a network of reciprocally interacting influences” (ibid.: 169).

Deviants as the morally freed: neutralization theories
Neutralization is a social process that weakens established bonds to conventional norms or rules, freeing a person to deviate. “Broken bonds” can occur through the neutralization of the moral bind to convention or conventional others. Neutralization theorists such as the sociologist David Matza (Sykes and Matza, 1957; Matza 1964) point out that learned words and phrases can be applied to situations to neutralize the moral and legal inhibition that society creates against deviant behavior. Anticipating Bandura, Matza (1964) recognized the interpretive creativity that occurs through “extension” and “distortion” of conventional beliefs by means of “techniques of neutralization.” Here deviance is not seen as a separate activity or part of a hidden world of shadows; rather, it forms a subterranean part of mainstream culture. By learning the mainstream culture, people also learn deviance, dishonesty, hypocrisy, and the forbidden fruits of social life. Instead of being immersed in and committed to either conformity or delinquency, individuals are socialized to behave conventionally but can occasionally be released, or release themselves, from the moral bind of law to “drift” between these extremes. Neutralization thus explains how excuses and justifications function as motives in the contemplation of deviant behavior. Such words and phrases free the potential offender from guilt and inhibition, allowing them to express their will to act. In this sense, neutralization has parallels with Leon Festinger's (1957) “cognitive dissonance” and Bandura's “moral disengagement” (Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura, 2001b, 2016; Ribeaud and Eisner, 2010). Neutralization also explains how people can accommodate contradictory moral positions concerning their own identity and how, rather than copy others' learned scripts, they can create new scripts adapted to their own situation.
Like social learning theory, since it involves interaction, group dynamics, cognitive behavior, and learning, neutralization is considered a social psychological theory. Indeed, Bandura's (1997, 2001a) version draws on his theory of the cognitive process of “social agency” described above. Given its centrality to the field of social deviance, we will explore neutralization in some depth in chapter 5.

Deviants as unbonded: social control theories
Social control theorists point out that, as well as having “bond erosion” in which commitments to convention are erased by neutralization, bonds to convention can fail to develop in the first place, freeing people to deviate. Social control or social bond theory (Hirschi, 1969) assumes everyone has the potential to offend unless there are disincentives in place to prevent this. But it also recognizes that deviance can be inhibited by social processes that create bonds to convention. Not everyone deviates, because most people build a series of social bonds with convention or develop a “stake in conformity” that they want to preserve.
Most control theories assume that people are born potential deviants unless socialized otherwise. Effective socialization involves a process of building children's bonds to conventional behavior through their associations with conventional social actors. Ties or bonds to parents, schools, friends, employers, and so on, make deviance too much of a risk for most people, whose commitments to convention leave little time for deviant activities. Failure to effectively inculcate children with attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief in convention from an early age results in a weak, or non-existent, bond to society and allows the “unbonded” freedom from the controls that bind others to conformity.
Creating a commitment to socially approved norms and values is difficult to achieve; it requires much investment of time and energy, needs considerable maintenance, and can easily go wrong. Without this attachment, commitment, or stake in conformity, humans are more likely to deviate and to break norms, rules, and laws.
 “Failure-to-bond” (or “social control”) theory has been attributed to a variety of factors, such as disengaged or distracted parents or fragmented families who are unable to provide a “secure attachment” (Bowlby, 1988). Secure attachment requires a responsible, loving, and sensitive parent who is empathetic and able to satisfy childhood emotional and physical needs. Others suggest the cause of a failure to bond is the inability to internalize personal self-controls, which for some depends on an internalized sense of guilt, and the absence of direct external social controls such as the threat of punishment. Also important are indirect controls coming from stable parental monitoring and supervision (Rankin and Wells, 2006, 2011).
 “Self-control theory,” also developed by Travis Hirschi (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Hirschi and Gottfredson, 2001), explores the failure of some people to exercise sufficient self-control over internal impulses to immediate gratification and excitement. This too is the result of a failure by parents to adequately train their children to resist the lure of sensation-seeking, and the resultant impulsivity is related to the failure to develop positive self-esteem (Rankin and Wells, 2011).
Those who adopt a more active “agentic view” towards the importance of positive relational bonding to convention argue that, even if bonds to convention have failed to form and a pattern of deviance has been established over the life course, this is reversible through a process of “deviance desistence.” Desistence occurs if people are open to change when faced with certain life-course triggers or “turning points” (Sampson and Laub, 1993). Being open to change requires a cognitive transformation that includes “hooks” or attractors, enhanced social capital, developing and visualizing an acceptable conventional replacement identity, and changes in the actor's perception of deviance (Giordino et al., 2002). Envisioning a new social role provides a “skeleton script” for how to behave in future situations (Rumgay, 2004: 408; Weaver, 2015; see also McGhee and Mazerolle, 2015). Given the importance of the social control process in explaining deviance, we will explore this in more detail in chapter 6.

Deviants as social creations: labeling and social constructionist theories
Labeling theory switched the emphasis from why people deviate to the social process of others' reactions to their behavior. Kai Erikson's (1966) Wayward Puritans, documenting the Salem witchcraft trials in seventeenth-century Massachusetts, explained that deviance is as much about the fears and concerns of the labelers (as we saw in chapter 2) as it is about the causes of behavior designated deviant and subsequently demonized. From the interactionist and constructionist perspective, deviance is “a culturally unacceptable level of difference” that is subject to suspicion, surveillance regulation, sanction, or penalty by society's social control agencies, because it is seen to present a “threat to the social fabric” (Sumner, 2006: 126). Labeling theory is rooted in the symbolic interactionist theory of George Herbert Mead and the social interactionism of Herbert Blumer and Erving Goffman and was applied to deviance by Howard Becker, Edwin Lemert, Thomas Scheff, Edwin Schur, and Erich Goode.
Social interactionism is the idea that people in their daily interaction create shared meaning that constitutes their view of social reality upon which they act. Human agents exist in the world as both physical and social realities. They are social beings and, as such, can act both individually and collectively. However, they also inhabit the intersection between the individual and social world, such that their individual agency is colored by social agency, as in George Herbert Mead's intersection of the internal “I” of the individual and the external “Me.” Here the “Me” reflects the collective social other's view of the individual which people internalize as their “social self.” The extent to which the social self can dominate and overwhelm the separate sense of “I” reveals the potential power of labeling on social identity.
Thus, a central concept of the interactionist perspective is the idea of the self-fulfilling prophecy, which is the social process of creating career deviance from minor deviance through social labeling or, as Edwin Lemert (1951) described it, creating “secondary deviance” from “primary deviance.” For Lemert, the difference between primary and secondary deviance was not simply quantity or extent of engagement but the reason for that engagement. For primary deviants there are a wide range of motives; deviant behavior is simply one of many possible actions. Secondary deviants, however, engage in deviance because they undergo an identity change in response to the labeling process and, over time, embrace the social self's label of deviant. As Becker (1963) said, the deviant label becomes their “master status” and they are engulfed by it, a process that deepens as they join with fellow deviants and become more enmeshed in their deviant career and more isolated and marginalized as “outsiders” from the rest of society.
Acting together, human agents can create deviant social organizations and subcultures that form because of individuals' marginalization and exclusion from the non-deviant social world. Collective agency is manifest through social interactions with similar others and shows the effects of both the labeling and stigmatizing process on an individual's ability to change their behavior, as well as the collective resistance they develop in relation to the moral condemnation by others (Schur, 1980).
Related to the interactionist and labeling perspectives is the theory of “social constructionism” founded by the sociologists Alfred Schutz, Peter Berger, and Thomas Luckmann and applied to deviance by John Kitsuse and Malcom Spector, Stephen Pfohl, Peter and Patty Adler, Erich Goode, and Erdwin Pfuhl, who develop the notion that deviance is the outcome of a process of social construction of reality. This approach forms the overall perspective taken by this book.
From the social constructionist perspective, humans are energized to act but are not fully free to act outside of the discursive social frameworks that serve as the medium for their interaction, creativity, and self-expression. Life is a series of interactive experiences of the physical world, and of the socially meaningful world of others, mediated by the social and institutional forms that humans have pre-constituted. Thus, social reality is the concreteness of the physical world, mediated by the social and by the socially constructed world of meaning that humans continuously create and reproduce. Sometimes this closely replicates social institutions that already exist; sometimes it produces variations and transformations of that emergent reality. With these influences, social constructionists examine the ways in which human social interaction identifies the behavior, appearance, ideas, or lifestyle of some of society's members as different. They explore how humans attribute significance to those differences and how they judge the significant difference as either negative or positive. This is the perspective taken throughout this book.

Summary and conclusions
In this chapter we have outlined the major theoretical explanations for deviant behavior presented through three frameworks or lenses that sociologists of deviance as well as criminologists use to explain why people deviate from norms, rules, and laws, and why they commit acts that others find offensive. We have highlighted the limits of individual and social structural perspectives from a social constructionist point of view and then offered a glimpse at the various explanations from the social process lens. The rest of the chapters in this book examine in more depth the social constructionist version of the social process lens, drawing on theories of neutralization, human agency, and social control where they inform the overall perspective.

Further reading

	Goode, Erich (2015) The Handbook of Deviance. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell.


This is a cross between an encyclopedia and a textbook that assembles thirty-two original articles by leading thinkers on deviance. Its authors review definitions and conceptions of deviance and social control, including deviant subcultures and lifestyles and positive deviance. They look at the deviant process, from its creation to its medicalization, at the different methods used to study deviance, and at such critical explanations for deviance as radical-critical, interactionist, feminist and cultural. Other contributors apply these insights to individual deviance, among them alcohol and drug use, sexual deviance, deviant beliefs, and deviant appearance. The authors also examine institutional deviance involving corporations, governments as collective deviant actors, and terrorism, poverty, and migration as deviance. Selective readings from this work provide valuable depth analysis of key areas.

	Inderbitzin, Michelle, Kristin A. Bates, and Randy R. Gainey (2017) Deviance and Social Control: A Sociological Perspective. 2nd edn, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.


This book combines a review of the major classical and contemporary sociological theories of deviant behavior with selected readings that illustrate each theory. Importantly it focuses on the concepts and theories rather than on types of deviance. At 600 pages, it is longer than most, but this partly reflects its text-reader design. The book uses illustrative examples from popular culture, includes examples of both deviance of the powerless (street) and deviance of the powerful (suite), and draws on current public policy cases to illustrate how the theoretical ideas are applied.

	Lanier, Mark M., Stuart Henry, and Desiré J. M. Anastasia (2015) Essential Criminology. 4th edn, Boulder, CO: Westview Press.


This text covers major theoretical perspectives. It provides an alternative to overly comprehensive, lengthy texts by giving a concise overview of the field. The book covers the major theories of crime and deviance, from individual-level, classical, and rational choice to biological, psychological, social learning, social control, and interactionist perspectives. It also describes cutting-edge critical theories, from feminism to postmodernist and critical race, including updates, illustrative real-world examples, and new study tools.

	Pfohl, Stephen C. (1994) Images of Deviance and Social Control. 2nd edn, New York: McGraw-Hill.

Pfohl was one of the first to offer a postmodernist critique of traditional theories of deviance and social control. He describes and assesses their strengths and weaknesses. Each is also introduced by a photomontage that represents the central concerns of the perspective and by a short introductory narrative that connects contemporary social issues and the conceptual study of deviance.
4
What Motivates People to Break Rules? From Extreme Deviance to Positive Deviance


The following illustrative account of deviant sexual behavior (hooking, drug taking) and its motivation was provided by a student of deviance, “Karen Shaw,” about her life outside of college (the names and places have been changed to preserve her anonymity). Note the range of motives that she provides for the “dancers,” from surface ones such as drugs and money to deeper ones such as a desire for love and relief from abuse or economic hardship. Notice too how drugs may be taken to make the work possible, and the people bearable, rather than because of the intrinsic high they give the user. Notice the euphemisms and ways that dancers try to preserve some sense of acceptable moral identity by distancing themselves from worse behavior than their own (such as “slutting”) and by drawing distinctions that put their own behavior in a relatively favorable light.

It's Friday night at the Golden Bow … Before the bar gets busy, the dancers hang out in the bathroom … The girls who do drugs hang together. Laura doesn't really “hang” with anyone because of the drugs she does. Her high involves needles. She smokes crack, coke, and pot and tops it off with Southern Comfort. This kind of mixed high is not unusual for this bar … Drug use is not limited to the dancers. Some of the waitresses do them too …
Selling drugs in this bar is easy. You can recognize the players. They are the ones the girls talk to. After talking they go to the bathroom for a short time … Most of the dancers and waitresses have a drinking problem, at least while they are at work. There are two basic reasons why they get high on drink and drugs. One is to get the courage to get up on stage and the other is to deal with the kind of people we get in here …
About the time the bar starts to get busy, the waitresses and dancers are feeling “good” and ready to go to work. The other dancers begin showing up. These are the ones only working for the tips they get while dancing.
The dancers that were here at the start of the night have already found some customers to sit with them, who will buy them a drink and who will tip them too. It is at this time that some of the sex acts take place … between customers and dancers and waitresses. They can range from putting dollar bills down a girl's shirt or G-string (to get a quick feel) to sitting there with the girl with his hands between the upper parts of her legs.
“Lap dances” are another way of providing sex acts for money. In a lap dance, the dancer literally dances in your lap, often fondling and rubbing you with her hands and body. There are no limits. Chrissy is doing lap dances. It's really sex: the guy paid her one hundred dollars to have sex with him. Chrissy gets on this guy's lap and starts to grind. This turns him on. He tips more money for more action …
Sue is one of the dancers. I asked her to explain some of the activities: “Drug use is common because it helps a person deal with the customers. The sale of drugs is hard for a dancer to do” … When I asked if there are pressures from other dancers to get involved in drug use and sex she said “Yes, if you don't join in and do what the others do, they keep pushing until you feel weird.” I asked her what she would not do: “Slutting … The guys are not called ‘tricks' they are called ‘friends.' You don't hook for money, but rather you go out with a friend and make extra money” … Some of the dancers, on their nights off, walk the streets and prostitute … Not all dancers are streetwalkers, but all are some sort of hooker … I asked if there is anything that she hates about the type of job that she does … she hates the kind of men that come in here: “They are assholes. But even so I'll take their money and listen to their bullshit” …
I found that the major motive was the money that can be earned. Given the limited hours and the skills that the dancers have (Sue dropped out of high school when she was 15), this is a way to make good money. “I don't know any other way to make a living … so I make the best of what I've got.” A related motive is drugs. They work all night just to go spend it all on drugs … The cycle is endless and hard to break. Some girls seek help to break this cycle only to return and get right back into the pattern from which they just escaped.
But there are often deeper reasons in these girls' lives that are part of any explanation for what they do. Many of them come from broken homes. Their home life is full of abuse. Many of the girls are forced into prostitution either by their boyfriends, or by their spouse. In most cases the girls are subject to physical, as well as mental abuse at home. When they come to work, this is the time of their day that men are not hurting them. Dancing is their way of getting love and tenderness – even though it is artificial and temporary. Sue explains, “The person up on stage is not really me, but my twin sister. The customers are not really there. The guy deserves to be taken advantage of or he would not be there.” 

(Shaw, 1999: 360)


In this chapter, we consider the elusive question of what motivates people to deviate from social norms. The underlying assumption is that everyone deviates to some degree in some behaviors. The ironic fact is that to be a total conformist is statistically deviant, as studies of honesty and dishonesty reveal (Gabor, 1994). Behavior is distributed along a normal curve, with most people's behavior within an acceptable range or distance from the norm. However, some people's behavior deviates significantly from the norm, either in a negative or in a positive direction, resulting in either negative or positive deviance. “Negative deviance refers to non-conformity or under conformity [to a norm] that receives a negative reaction” (Heckert and Heckert, 2015: 84; 2002). In contrast, positive deviance refers to non-conformity, under-conformity, or over-conformity that receives a positive reaction (Heckert and Heckert, 2002). Examples of positive deviance are altruism, charisma, innovation, and idealistic-level super-conformity (Heckert and Heckert, 2015: 83). We'll return to positive deviance at the end of this chapter. For now, the questions are why and how deviants come to participate in negative deviance rather than conforming to the norm.
Another way of looking at this question of motive is the reverse: Why do people conform? The criminologist Travis Hirschi first raised this question some fifty years ago. If the answer to the question is that people conform because of effective socialization and social pressure, this leads to the further question of what it is it about the process of socialization that fails, leading some people to deviate. Hirschi demonstrated that a lack of bonding to convention through a failed socialization process is more likely to lead to delinquency. His theory of “social control,” as it was called, has received much support from empirical studies since he founded it (Hirschi, 1969).
Also important is what happens when parents who raise children are themselves deviant, such that the children are socialized into deviance as normality. David Matza (Matza and Sykes, 1961; Matza, 1964), a contemporary of Hirschi, said that in some ways we are all socialized into convention and deviance, with the result being that, under the right circumstances, and often without guilt, all of us are susceptible to deviating from the norms and the rules. He pointed out too that often words and phrases help us make such deviation acceptable. As in Karen Shaw's example, the “dancers” distanced themselves from prostitution or “slutting” by euphemistically describing what they do as different: “The guys are not called ‘tricks' they are called ‘friends.' You don't hook for money, but rather you go out with a friend and make extra money.”
In this chapter, we will explore how and by what mechanisms people who are socialized to conformity can have their commitment to conventional behavior eroded to the point of complete suspension, or at least to a level of ambiguity. We will also look at the failure to form a significant commitment to conformity in the first place in chapter 5.
As can be seen from our opening example, what is normal and what is conformity depends on the context. As an activity, exotic dancing could be considered a deviant form of work, yet it is legal and relatively commonplace in cities across the United States. Even where a type of behavior is considered deviant from society's norms, some people's behavior is even considered deviant within the norms of that deviance. For example, in the strip bar, conformity among exotic dancers clusters around a range of dubious activities, from legal but excessive drinking to illegal drug use and sex acts. Yet some dancers and waitresses go beyond even these local norms, engaging in the deviant behavior of prostitution; others may take excessive amounts of illegal drugs, not only defined by law as illegal but also seen as deviant locally among the other dancers. In this situational context, it is normal to use alcohol and pot and even cocaine, but any drug use involving needles is deviant. Research on strippers' lifestyles also suggests that lesbian/gay activity is not uncommon because of the emotional isolation from genuine social relationships, unsatisfactory, often abusive relationships with males, and an opportunity structure allowing a variety of sexual behavior (McCaghy and Skipper, 1969; Lewis, 1998).
In this chapter, then, we will look at rule-breaking behavior as a process that involves an interrelated set of factors that lead otherwise conventional people to make deviant choices. We will examine the factors that facilitate their choices and look at the ways in which any moral qualms people may have are removed, ultimately revealing their motives. That people are motivated to choose certain behavior defined by others as deviant is not to say that they freely choose it, or that they are driven to it, as we shall see in what follows.

Deviance as a social process
Rather than being forced into deviant acts, deviant lifestyles, or even deviant careers, most people have a choice about whether to break rules or act in ways that others might find offensive. But that choice is not completely free. It is both limited and facilitated by various biological, psychological, situational, relational, institutional, structural, and cultural constraints. As humans, we exercise limited rational free choice. Our choices are shaped and channeled by our circumstances and the contexts in which we find ourselves. We exist in a series of meaningful environments, but the meaning these have for us varies depending upon our biography and our role in the socio-cultural environment that we inhabit. Consider a school. It has the same classrooms and labs, theatre facilities, libraries and computer equipment, play areas and athletics fields for both teachers and students. For teachers, it is their workplace, established to teach students subjects that they learned at college and university, to inspire students to learn and to go on to become engaged citizens with career opportunities and choices and a professional identity in the community. For students, as we saw in the previous chapter, it can be these things, but it can also be, more powerfully, a source of social hierarchy, a place of cliques and social dominance controlled by popular students to their advantage. To those excluded from the “in” group, it can be a place of terror, which could easily distract from learning. As one former student comments on his understanding of the meaning of American junior high schools:

[T]heir primary purpose is to keep kids locked up in one place for a big chunk of the day, so adults can get things done … When I was in school suicide was a constant topic among the smarter kids. No one I knew did it, but several planned to, and some may have tried. Mostly this was just a pose. Like other teenagers, we loved the dramatic, and suicide seemed very dramatic. But partly it was because our lives were at times genuinely miserable … Bullying was only part of the problem. Another problem … was that we never had anything real to work on. Humans like to work; in most of the world, your work is your identity. And all the work we did was pointless or seemed so at the time … At best, it was practice for real work we might do far in the future … More often it was just an arbitrary series of hoops to jump through, words without content designed mainly for testability. (The three main causes of the Civil War were … Test: List the three causes of the Civil War) … And there was no way to opt out. The adults had agreed among themselves that this was to be the route to college. The only way to escape this empty life was to submit to it. 

(Graham, 2003)


As social actors, we are embedded in networks of meaning (and meaninglessness) and our biographical development is tied to the meaning that social institutions have in the wider society. But what we understand about these institutions also reflects the meaning that we make through relations with each other in society. Our biography consists of “a compound of fragmented experiences and conditions woven into a life.” In the process of their construction and negotiation, “such individually unique and endlessly varied experiences are the social fabric of meaning in a complex social structure” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 54).
Humans accumulate experiences and selectively look back on them, making them meaningful in the context of their present standpoint in life (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 55). To illustrate the interrelationship between these individual biographical elements and environmental elements, let's consider an example of extreme deviance: the case of school violence – particularly, the rampage school shootings that took place in the United States (and other nations) during the late 1990s and early 2000s, and which continue episodically today. Extreme deviance illustrates in vivid ways the interconnectedness between biography and environment that is characteristic of more mundane deviance.

Rampage school shootings as extreme social deviance
Erich Goode defines extreme deviance as

behavior, beliefs or physical traits that are so far outside the norm, so unacceptable to a wide range of different audiences, that they elicit extremely strong negative reactions. For many … ordinary routine interaction becomes impossible. Their reaction frequently borders on horror; they reject, stigmatize and abhor the persons who have engaged in the behavior, hold the beliefs, or possess the traits … The vast majority are excluded from conventional society. 

(Goode and Vail, 2008: xi)


Rampage school shootings are both statistically and criminally extremely deviant. That is, they are exceptional statistically: “Of all youth homicides, less than 2.6% occur at school, and this percentage has been relatively stable for the past decade” (CDC, 2016). The evidence suggests that, in the United States, the perpetrators of these offenses are typically male teenagers from intact families living in normal suburban and rural communities. Such extreme negative deviant acts of mass murder are the culmination of a series of interrelated processes, operating at several levels in society beyond the unique characteristics of those individuals ultimately caught up in the drama. The wider socio-cultural environmental meanings become embedded in the individual biographies of those involved. The sociologist Katherine Newman and her colleagues, who conducted one of the most extensive studies of the phenomenon (Rampage: The Social Roots of School Shootings), state that, for rampage shootings, “any particular episode arises from multiple causes interacting with one another … at the individual, community and national levels … Take away any one of these elements, and the shootings … would not have happened” (Newman et al., 2004: 229). They continue:

Based on our research … we propose five necessary, but not sufficient, conditions for rampage school shootings … The first necessary factor is the shooter's perception of himself as extremely marginal in the social worlds that matter to him. Among adolescents, whose identities are closely tied to peer relations and positions in the pecking order, bullying and other forms of social exclusion are recipes for marginalization and isolation, which in turn breed extreme levels of desperation and frustration. Second, school shooters must suffer from psychosocial problems that magnify the impact of marginality. [Third,] “Cultural scripts” – prescriptions for behavior – must be available to lead the way toward an armed attack … The shooter must believe that unleashing an attack on teachers and classmates will resolve his dilemmas … The fourth necessary factor is failure of surveillance systems that are intended to identify troubled teens before their problems become extreme. Finally … a school shooting cannot occur unless a youth can obtain unsupervised access to a weapon. 

(Ibid.: 229–30)


Examination of the perpetrators of rampage school shootings reveals that one factor, or one set of factors, was operative at the individual level, possibly biological in origin and certainly psychological in manifestation. In a biological sense, these extreme deviants possessed physical looks that were either unattractive or physically puny. They were males variously described as “small, skinny or overweight, with glasses and sometimes acne, and usually nerdy, awkward and withdrawn. Very few of these boys seem to meet the physical and social ideals of masculinity: tall, handsome, muscular, athletic, and confident” (Newman et al., 2004: 242).
Based in part on these biological qualities, such boys were consistently and repeatedly excluded from popular peer-group cultures. Because of continual negative peer interaction, such as being repeatedly ridiculed or bullied, they developed psychological problems. Over time, these may also combine with, or magnify, pre-existing psychological problems such as low self-esteem and a sense of worthlessness. A US Government Centers for Disease Control study, for example, found that “three quarters of the offenders felt persecuted, bullied, threatened, or had been subject to attack or injury by others prior to a rampage shooting” (CDC, 2016). A 1999 FBI report, School Violence: Lessons Learned, found that rampage school shooters had low self-esteem, felt rejected, saw themselves as different, experienced self-loathing, felt powerless, and sought recognition. They were also shown to have had a history of depression, and four out of five had experienced suicidal/homicidal ideation. The CDC data reveal that between 20 and 50 percent of shooters had suffered some form of mental disorder. Thus, clearly, psychological factors combine with biological ones and, through social interaction, shape the meaning of a person's life. These psychological conditions are highly related to the abuse these students received from their peers. A study of types of victims and victimization reveals that, while some adapt and cope resiliently with such adverse conditions, others withdraw and experience reduced self-esteem and diminished social self-efficacy: “Yet, others may react to these affronts by seeking to ‘level the score' and by taking revenge or retribution … Insidiously, the last response can lead to a chronic perpetration–retribution cycle that has no easy or clear exit” (Furlong et al., 2000: 83).
Clearly, parental influence can offset exclusion by peers, but students who became rampage shooters experienced a perceived lack of family support and had problems with their parents. For example, Newman's study (Newman et al., 2004: 245) found that 85 percent of the shooters came from dysfunctional homes, were suicidal or depressed, or suffered from a major mental disorder. Moreover, asking for help from parents was likely seen as an inappropriate choice, given that “real men” don't ask for help. It was also unlikely to be an easy question to ask of the school that allowed this abusive behavior to continue. Students who reacted to their humiliation and perceived pain confronted several choices in dealing with their unpleasant situation. They could ignore it and carry on, but “bullying and exclusion, tolerable to adolescents who learn to live with it, become impossible volcanic pressures” among students plagued by psychological problems (ibid.: 242–3). Alternatively, they could find friends of their own and stay away from trouble, which many did. But often the friends they found reinforced their view of the problems. Most of those who became school shooters had friends who “tended to come from the outcast cliques like the Trench Coat Mafia (at Columbine) or the Goths (at Heath)” (ibid.: 239). They could try to escape their lowly position in the school social hierarchy by adopting an accepted social role, such as “class clown,” as did some shooters – Kip Kinkel, for example, who killed his parents and two students and shot twenty others. As Newman and her colleagues say, these attempts by troubled teens to change their social position in the school hierarchy fail because the students in question often don't have the required social skills, and this deficit makes them vulnerable to even more ridicule. But they do have choices, albeit diminishing and unrealistic ones.
Alternatively, those victimized by a series of abuses from their peers could justifiably react against those who assaulted them. A study on school fighting found that 84 percent of youths justified their violent interactions by arguing that they were retaliating against harm to themselves, reacting to others' offensive or insulting behavior, acting in self-defense, or helping a friend who had been attacked (Lockwood, 1997). However, for those who do not react immediately – because they are not brave enough, physically strong enough, or confident enough – and who instead allow their negative feelings to build up over time, there is a danger of their inner torment turning to anger and rage. This, in turn, manifests against those students who abused them, against their parents for being unable to protect them, and against the community symbolized through the school.
While they still had diminishing perceived choices, the availability of culturally provided solutions to their problem was also a factor:

It is a mistake to think of shooters as impulsive or erratic, for they are virtually the opposite. They ruminate on their difficulties, consider a variety of options – though generally to no effect – and then decide on shooting as a last resort. The decision is not random, though. It is a consequence of cultural scripts that are visible in popular culture … For school shooters … scripts that connect manhood to guns, domination, and the power that comes from terrifying the innocent offer a template for action. Books, TV, movies and song lyrics influence decisions that direct their anger outward instead of inward; they provide the justification for random attacks. They are a set of stage directions. 

(Newman et al., 2004: 246, 253)


Many students involved in incidents of rampage shooting were found by the FBI report to enjoy violent media messages in certain songs, movies, or video games. A number of them had read satanic or cult works, listened to violent songs, and were obsessed by reports of other school shootings. This is not saying that violent media cause school shootings; rather, it is to state that such media is sought out by those imagining such acts because it resonates with them and reaffirms such action as a possible pathway.
Such media and popular cultural imagery is exploited by the commercial music industry through certain parts of rap and hip-hop culture, which are often misogynistic and hateful and feed into the alienation and anger of youth. These sentiments are also captured in heavy-metal rock and goth culture, which in the case of Columbine allowed the perpetrators, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, to express their feelings of rage and alienation. At that point, all that they needed were the weapons and the ability to defeat social control and detection mechanisms.
National policies on gun ownership and sales make available the means for those with a grudge to exercise power over others and to “level the score.” Important, too, as Ralph Larkin has pointed out, is that a pervasive gun culture combined with a paramilitary culture “culminated in the bombing of the federal building in Oklahoma City” (Larkin, 2007: 196). He says that the “culture of celebrity in postmodern America” glorifies notoriety and fame, such that, through these broad societal cultural themes, the specific tones of video games, television, rock music, adolescent subcultures, and mental disorder can be considered meaningful. So, with motivation, justification, and available cultural scripts, the “manly choice” to “right the wrongs” through a dramatic exit of violence seemed like the rampage shooter's only solution to the torment they had experienced.
In the end, these extreme deviants still had a few, albeit ever diminishing, choices, but they were increasingly unable to see any alternatives beyond the violent ones that loomed large in their narrowing worldview. Indeed, school shooters commonly face a feeling of “being trapped and needing a ‘manly' exit from an unbearable situation … They want to die to end their torment.” School shooters either kill themselves during the shooting event or hope that police will kill them in the process: “Virtually no one ever gets away with a rampage shooting, and most everyone who commits this type of crime is aware of that.” And so, in their final acts, these teenage boys commit extreme deviance: mass homicide. “School shooters often target those at the top of the social hierarchy, the jocks and the preps, at least in their initial hit lists, a pattern that supports the notion that the entire institution is under attack. School shooters are seeking to overturn – possibly destroy – the status system that has relegated them to the miserable bottom” (Newman et al., 2004: 248–9).

From this analysis of rampage school shootings, we can see that the final extreme deviant action of mass murder by otherwise ordinary teenagers is the result of an interactive process over time among the various elements and is explained not by one causal theory but by a combination of elements, including individual biology, social psychology, spatial situation, sociological group, institutional relationship, and social structure and culture. At all points in the process, interacting individuals are making strained and structured choices. In the case of the rampage school shooter, these choices become increasingly narrowed until they reach a perceived point of having “no choice,” which results in the crescendo event of their violent act.
It should be noted that we are not saying extreme acts of deviance, or any other acts of deviance for that matter, are explained by rational choice theory. Just because choices are involved in the process does not mean that choice is responsible for the outcome. Rather, choice about how to react or what to do about pain and suffering is one component of a complex, interactive, reciprocal set of social processes that take place over time. These processes, and the meanings that are socially constructed by the actors and audiences, ultimately reduce the perceived options to a “no choice” situation. Paradoxically, the perceived powerlessness of the shooters' lives can be resolved by their “final exit” explosion of rage, through which they can escape their pain, regardless of the consequences, since they believe they will no longer be there to feel it (Henry, 2009b; Muschert et al., 2014). We have used an extreme example above to illustrate the process of interactive decision-making that can lead to extreme deviance, and it should not go unnoted that the initial rule-creators and enforcers constructed the marginalized “loser” category that ultimately brought about more violent deviance. This is not an uncommon outcome, especially if research on child abuse, sexual abuse, and physical abuse is reviewed. Other examples of “extreme deviance,” as sociologists of deviance have called it, are activities such as extreme tattooing, adult–child sexual contact (pedophilia), alien abduction, and the actions of white supremacists, sadomasochists, and those who derive pleasure from their own or others' pain (Goode and Vail, 2008). However, most deviance is more mundane and entails far less dramatic or harmful outcomes; yet mundane deviance is no less an interactive process involving the social construction of meaning.

Mundane deviance
While the interactive patterns of everyday deviant behavior do not result in the extremely disastrous outcomes seen in the rampage-shooting example, familiar patterns can be found in daily deviance. People's past experiences render some behaviors available to them as current choices and close off others which are not and have never been within their behavioral scope. Their present biographical situation may encourage conventional behavior or oppose it, which can create a search for more unconventional options. Put simply, people may be willing to deviate. They are rarely forcibly coerced into deviant action, but neither are they wholly free. Moreover, their present choices are not equal because their own past experiences have been unique. But they are patterned, since some social groups – particularly the physically, socially, or psychologically abused – have been subject to broadly similar conditions. Yet, even within these categories, patterns of behavior are variable.
In the mid-1970s, Alexander Liazos shook the field of deviance studies by accusing sociologists of focusing on the exceptional, bizarre, and dramatic behaviors of those who were often powerless, while ignoring other deviance that occurs in the rest of society among so-called normals. He thought that the term “deviance” itself tended to apologize for, and accommodate, deviance among the powerless. In the process, sociologists failed to study deviance among the powerful. He said: “As a result of the fascination with ‘nuts, sluts, and perverts,' and their identities and subcultures, little attention has been paid to the unethical, illegal, and destructive actions of powerful individuals, groups, and institutions in our society” (Liazos, 1972: 111). What started as a study of difference, diversity, and the plight of the underdog evoked a sympathy and tolerance that masks deviance in regular institutions – particularly institutional violence. Examples of deviance by the powerful have since become a significant focus of both sociology and criminology, with books on corporate and white-collar crime, banking fraud, and other forms of deviance by those in dominant positions of power. Indeed, David Simon's book Elite Deviance is currently in its tenth edition (Simon, 2012).
Between the extreme deviance discussed in the example of school violence and deviance by the powerful elites lies a whole range of ordinary deviant behavior that we call “mundane deviance.” The term “mundane deviance” refers to everyday rule-breaking that is relatively undramatic. In many cases, it is routine. For example, stepping over trash on the street, even though you look at it and notice it, or finding an overstuffed trashcan in a public bathroom and leaving the paper towel wherever instead of finding a less full option. Or putting off reading for an assignment to the last minute even though you have time and it is a class expectation. As such, this kind of deviance fits into the field of study covered by the Journal of Mundane Behavior, established in 2000 to explore what the sociologist Wayne Brekhus describes in his “Mundane Manifesto” as “analytically interesting studies of the socially uninteresting … an explicit social science of the unmarked (mundane).” He argues: “The study of social life often neglects the ordinary in favor of the extraordinary. Historians study ‘eventful' time periods more than ‘uneventful' ones, cultural anthropologists are generally drawn to distant and exotic cultures rather than familiar ones, sociologists tend to study important social problems over quotidian reality, and journalists focus more on extraordinary individuals and groups than ordinary ones” (2000: 89–90).
Brekhus says that we “actively attend to and thus ‘mark' some items of our social environment while ignoring, and thus leaving ‘unmarked,' others” and that signifying or marking some aspects of social life throws them into relief “as exceptional and socially specialized” (2000: 91). In contrast, “the unmarked represents the vast expanse of social reality that is passively defined as unremarkable and socially generic” (Brekhus, 1998: 35). In his article “A sociology of the unmarked,” Brekhus outlines five basic properties of “the markedness relationship”:

[1)] the marked is heavily articulated while the unmarked remains unarticulated; 2) as a consequence, the marking process exaggerates the importance and distinctiveness of the marked; 3) the marked receives disproportionate attention relative to its size or frequency, while the unmarked is rarely attended to even though it is usually greater; 4) distinctions within the marked tend to be ignored, making it appear more homogeneous than the unmarked; and 5) characteristics of a marked member are generalized to all members of the marked category but never beyond the category, while attributes of an unmarked member are either perceived as idiosyncratic to the individual or universal to the human condition. 

(Ibid.: 36)


As we have seen, these qualities are amplified and reproduced by studies of social deviance, particularly where these examine extreme deviance: “As a consequence, much social research inadvertently perpetuates rather than challenges stereotypical thinking” (Brekhus, 2000: 92). Although Brekhus and the Journal of Mundane Behavior were specifically advocating that we analyze conformity, that conformity must, ironically, also contain deviance, since, as our student of deviance Megan Nesbeth noted from this perspective, “deviance is average.” It is “startlingly normal (defined as commonly occurring and acceptable). Our days are filled with transgressions of varying magnitude, some our own and some those of others” (Nesbeth, 2008). So, the kind of “deviance studied could be office workers or why the Japanese behave strangely in elevators according to Westerners,” becoming uncharacteristically friendly because “the close quarters and fleeting duration of the ride encourage passengers to deviate from the rigid social scripts that govern Japanese cultural life” (Eakin, 2000). Indeed, the sociologist Scott Schaffer says, “What has emerged is a concern with looking at how large social systems shape and are constituted by the social interactions we engage in daily” (quoted ibid.). We will return to the centrality of the margins in a later chapter, but for now it is enough to consider that those acting against the expected “norm” create and help maintain that norm, but in a slightly different way. The result is that, over time, the norms of a society are transformed, even though they appear not to have changed. In many ways, deviants on the edge of society add their own differences to the totality, and these are responded to by society. The result is that the whole society is eventually changed by the accumulation of its deviance from the margins – hence the centrality of the margins. A perhaps more direct way this occurs is through the phenomenon of positive deviance.

Positive deviance
As stated previously, positive deviance is deviance that departs from social norms in positive ways: positive deviance signifies “positively sanctioned overconformity” (Heckert and Heckert, 2004: 209; 2002). In one sense, positive deviance is the mirror image of negative deviance in that it deviates from norms but at the opposite end of the normal distribution of behavior. Heckert and Heckert (2015, 2002) say it is important to consider both deviation from social norms and social reaction to that deviation. “Negative deviance refers to non-conformity or under conformity that receives negative societal reaction” (2015: 84–5). This is what we conventionally understand as social deviance. Positive deviance, however, refers to under- or over-conformity that receives positive societal reaction. Examples of positive deviance are pure altruism, charisma, and innovation. Under this typology it is possible to see norm violation or non-conformity receiving positive evaluation. Ironically, this happens when notorious criminals such as Jesse James, Billy the Kid, Butch Cassidy, and John Dillinger are celebrated for evading the law (ibid.: 85). However, this celebration is not so much for the crime they committed, which remains negative, as for their skill at prolonging their freedom and their bravery in confronting overwhelming odds against them. Slightly different is the case of non-conformity described by an anonymous student blogger, “Rachel”:

Positive deviance is doing something completely unexpected or out of the norm that benefits someone else. Because it's not considered a “normal” act of kindness, it often takes courage to do a positive deviant act. Julio Diaz, for example, put himself in potential danger just so he could help a mugger. He not only gave the mugger his wallet, but offered his coat and took the mugger to dinner. In the end, his wallet was returned because the effect of his deviant act was so powerful, that the mugger was moved to be kind back. 

(Rachel, 2011)


Indeed, while bystanders in a mugging are often hesitant to get involved for fear of their own safety, as soon as one person acts positively, those around them are likely to be similarly affected. From this point of view, positive deviance can be thought to be “infectious,” requiring a simple catalyst to precipitate a change in collective behavior. This “flipping the script,” which psychologists call “noncomplementarity – responding in an unexpected way to prompt a positive response” – can change projected behavior 180 degrees, as illustrated by Cristina, the party host who, when she and her family were threatened by an armed robber, offered him a glass of wine (Spiegel, 2016). Such “re-storying” has been used in New Zealand to turn school bullies into high-school leaders using undercover anti-bully teams (Williams and Winslade, 2008; Winslade, 2013; Lillard, 2015).
In another twist, positive deviance can also include those who recover from being negatively labeled and stigmatized through a process of “destigmatization” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 198–9) whereby a deviant identity is replaced with one that is non-deviant or normal. The norm for the stigmatized deviant is that they remain consistent with their label; recovering a normal identity is deviant from that norm but seen as positive.
The concept of positive deviance has been used in many contexts, such as to explain why some people within the same negative environments – such as poverty – survive in good health and succeed, whereas most others are negatively afflicted. For example, in healthcare, positive deviance has been used to assess the value of involving patients in their own healthcare solutions (Cole and Taylor, 2016). As the organization for promoting positive deviance initiatives states:

in every community there are certain individuals or groups whose uncommon behaviors and strategies enable them to find better solutions to problems than their peers, while having access to the same resources and facing similar or worse challenges … The Positive Deviance approach is an asset-based, problem-solving, and community-driven approach that enables the community to discover these successful behaviors and strategies and develop a plan of action to promote their adoption by all concerned. 

(Positive Deviance Initiative, 2016)


Positive deviance has also been used in the context of business and organizational studies to explain how, in contrast to negative organizational deviance such as theft, sabotage, or incivility, there are intentional acts of extreme excellence. These occur when members deviate from organizational norms through honorable behaviors that would be positively evaluated by those defining the norms of the organization and that can – and often do – produce a major benefit to the individuals and organizations involved (Spreitzer and Sonenshein, 2004). Increasingly, companies and organizations seek to create the conditions for some employees to become positive deviants: risk-takers who deviate to improve organizational performance through innovation (see Pascale et al., 2010; Sternin 2002).
The interesting question from the perspective of social deviance arises when the collectivity's norms, values, and existence are incongruent with those of the rest of society, yet they are admired in the deviant subgroup, conforming to its norms, and sometimes are also admired by members of the wider society (e.g. Robin Hood-type villains or Bonnie and Clyde-type bank robbers). Indeed, in the case of deviant organizations – despite the negative view held by social controllers in the wider society – exceptional deviance within deviant groups is celebrated as “positive deviance” by those labeled deviant, not least because it is deviant from those norms of the wider society. In cases such as rebellion or protest groups, “deviance admiration designates positively reacted to underconformity (or nonconformity)” (Heckert and Heckert, 2004: 209; Heckert, 1998).
However, as mentioned throughout, contexts must be considered, since audiences can react to the same behavior or conditions in different ways. Positive deviants, as demonstrated by geeks or gifted and over-achieving students, are “rate busters to their peers at the same time they are positive deviants to their teachers. Elite tattoo collectors are simultaneously positive deviants to their subculture and negative deviants to the dominant society” (Heckert and Heckert, 2004: 213).
So, one strategy for dealing with stereotypical labeling is acceptance and embracement of the stigmatized label, leading to positive rather than negative self-esteem. Indeed, it is not uncommon for the labeled to interpret their descriptions as a reward for their efforts, rather in the manner that a college student receives a degree or a Hollywood actor receives an Oscar. Such deviant actors strive to extend and expand their deviant status, developing a commitment to other deviant activity that would further enhance it, and accept the inevitability of their deviant career. Instead of forming groups to share the problems associated with a hostile audience, these actors form groups to practice the activity and engage in further attempts to conceal it, resulting in “deviancy amplification”; it is almost as if the negative social reaction to their behavior encourages further development of it and affirms their desired deviant identity. Consider the case of anorexics, who desire the qualities of super-thinness and who are considered positive deviants by fellow “thin girls”:

These girls don't see anything wrong with their behavior … They don't feel they have a problem … They have this elation which I have compared to being high on cannabis. Quite a lot of them have “smoked” and they say that when they are very, very thin, they have the same feeling as they have when they've been smoking … They enjoy being thin; in fact, nothing makes them happier. One of them said she loved nothing better than seeing her bones sticking out of her flesh … While they are starving, they are in perfect control over their whole being. It's not just controlling their weight; it's controlling their lives and everything about them. So they are very happy. 

(Robinson and Henry, 1977: 47–8)


It is important to recognize, then, that deviants can gain positive value from their peers. Rather than merely “cope with” their deviant designations, they can bask in the glory of their achieved deviant status, while others valued positively by society can suffer at the hands of their peers, as we saw in extreme in the case of the stigma attached to high-school students who were made to feel worthless by the dominant high-school subculture.

Summary and conclusions
In this chapter, we asked the question as to why people deviate. While each of the theoretical explanations outlined in the previous chapter has some independent validity, when considered as a whole process applied to real cases of deviance, as we illustrated in the case of extreme deviance and mundane deviance, different causal mechanisms can come together to explain the complex process of becoming deviant. Finally, we looked at the mirror image of negative deviance by considering positive deviance. We didn't apply the theories developed regarding negative deviance to positive deviance, but leading theorists of positive deviance make the case that each theory of causality should be applicable to both negative and positive deviants (Heckert and Heckert, 2015: 90–4). This reiterated the relationship of deviant behavior to social norms and the important role of audiences in evaluating behavior as positive or negative, regardless of whether it breaks the norms or conforms to them. When we recognize that there are multiple audiences with different norms and different evaluations, the process of becoming, and even being, deviant is not as clear-cut as we might first have imagined.
Indeed, as we argued, for most people, rule-breaking is not a permanent condition but is episodic – neither totally conventional nor completely deviant. Most people flirt with convention and conformity, postponing commitment and evading decision – a point first noted by David Matza (1964) about juvenile delinquents. To do otherwise would be to submit to the tyranny of structured roles and allow individuality and freedom to escape us. Indeed, for most of us, deviance is tied to particular situations and its practice is of short duration, though it may be repeated. People are often rule-breakers but rarely are they fully deviant, if that is taken to mean that they systematically engage in repetitive and all-consuming antisocial behavior. How people maintain a commitment to convention while simultaneously breaking conventional rules is a crucial part of the process of becoming deviant. Indeed, if we are freed of any moral qualms about the acts that are part of our behavioral scope, then we are free, if not compelled, to commit them. The process whereby this comes about, as we outlined in this chapter, is called “neutralization.” In the next chapter, we'll examine how “neutralizations” and motives come together to further explain why people deviate from the norms.

Further reading

	Goode, Erich, and D. Angus Vail, eds (2008) Extreme Deviance. Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.


Goode and Vail examine the less rare cases of extreme deviance, which are those so far outside of accepted social norms that they invoke strong social reactions from those in the mainstream and result in the violators' exclusion from society. The authors examine examples of extreme appearance, belief and behavior, including extreme tattooing, excessive obesity, being abducted by aliens, white superiority, sadomasochism, and advocates for pedophilia.

	Heckert, Alex, and Druann Maria Heckert (2002) “A new typology of deviance: integrating normative and reactivist definitions of deviance,” Deviant Behavior 23(5): 449–79.


The authors of this article propose a new typology of deviant behavior that distinguishes reactivist and negative definitions of deviance from positive deviance. They identify four types of deviance. Conventional “negative deviance” is comprised of negatively evaluated under-conformity or non-conformity to norms. In contrast, “under-conformity” or non-conformity that is positively evaluated is referred to as “deviance admiration.” Positive deviance can either be “over-conformity” that is negatively evaluated or over-conformity that is positively evaluated.

	Newman, Katherine S., Cybelle Fox, David J. Harding, Jal Mehta, and Wendy Roth (2004) Rampage: The Social Roots of School Shootings. New York: Basic Books.


This is a depth study of a series of mass shootings in American schools, including Heath, Kentucky, and Westside, Arkansas, that took place before that at Columbine. The book challenges the view that each school shooting is a unique event by a “lone wolf” and instead identifies the roots of school violence in the communities themselves and the social networks of inclusion and exclusion in both school and community context. Among these are bullying, media images of masculinity, teenage depression, access to guns, and how under certain circumstances these can escalate into human tragedies.

	Pascale, Richard, Jerry Sternin, and Monique Sternin (2010) The Power of Positive Deviance: How Unlikely Innovators Solve the World's Toughest Problems. Boston: Harvard Business Press.


This book advocates for the identification and facilitation of positive deviants – those who think and act outside conventional rules in approved ways to generate new approaches to problem-solving and as a means to create organizational and community change. The authors use examples such as solving malnutrition in Vietnam and staph infections in hospitals. The text values problem sufferers and problem survivors solving their own problems and resonates with mutual-aid groups who generate solutions to their members' problems outside of the professional care giver.

	The Other Sociologist

When the Journal of Mundane Behavior closed down in 2004, it left a gap in the field which was filled in 2011 by Zuleyka Zevallos, an applied sociologist of Latin-Australian background, and her blog site: https://othersociologist.com/. This site is worth exploring for the everyday, unremarkable practices in which humans engage that are “common, unexciting or ‘humdrum'” and provides a glimpse at mundane deviance, with which it often overlaps when observing the irreverent aspects of social life. Yet the site also shows how the mundane practices and a series of “micro-aggressions” can socially construct consequential stereotypical categories such as “race.”
5
Neutralizing Morality and Deviant Motivations


In the previous chapter we argued that most social deviance is “normal,” in the sense that it occurs in almost all social settings, and, as a result, is “mundane.” Studies of honesty and dishonesty, for example, reveal that 70 percent of the population is found to be less than completely honest, but those who are completely honest and totally trustworthy are statistically deviant. They are “positive deviants” – often to the point of being excluded from “in” groups because they make the regular, and somewhat deviant, majority population feel uncomfortable.
However, being somewhat deviant doesn't make people excessively, deeply, or extremely deviant. Most people are not committed to a deviant or delinquent lifestyle. If most people have a commitment at all – and that is questionable – it is to conventionality. If it were otherwise, we would need to transcend our culture, our parental influences, and our interpersonal connections; doing so, we would quickly become exhausted by the effort. Most people, most of the time, behave according to accepted norms. Here, commitment might best be described as partial, since beliefs and values in conventionality may be suspended because of the meaning that is constructed about a situation or event. Words and phrases may gloss over a situation in such a way that a person is freed from any moral constraint that might otherwise be felt.
In this chapter, we will begin by exploring the multiple ways in which ordinary people excuse and justify their involvement in deviant behavior – so that the very words and phrases they use can form a “vocabulary of motives” that can result in deviant behavior. This is called “neutralization theory.” The central idea behind neutralization theory is that “the excuses and justifications that deviants use to rationalize their behaviors might themselves be implicated in the etiology of deviant behavior” (Maruna and Copes, 2005: 222). First, let's look at the way we use words and phrases in relation to questionable behavior. Later we will look at other motives involved in the decision to deviate.

Excuses, justification, and the timing of accounts
Excuses are words or phrases, known in sociology as “accounts” (Scott and Lyman, 1968), that people use to deny their responsibility for the acts that they accept are morally wrong. Justifications are the accounts people give to accept responsibility for acts that they deny are morally wrong. Together, excuses and justifications can be provided in answer to those questioning them after an act has been committed in order to reject culpability for the consequences of the act. If the audience doing the questioning or holding someone accountable “honors,” respects, or accepts these explanations, the person deviating may not suffer any severe consequences. However, that such excuses or justificatory accounts are given after the act is questioned, since the account-giver may be rationalizing the act to deny or reduce both their responsibility and the negative consequences. The function of such remedial work “is to alter the meaning that otherwise might be given to an act, transforming what could be seen as offensive into what could be seen as acceptable” (Goffman, 1971: 139). Whether this works in practice depends upon what others see as an acceptable account.
If, instead, as the criminologist Donald Cressey (1953) observed in his study of embezzlers, people contemplate the act in advance, before engaging in it, and anticipate that they could be questioned after the fact, they might – in a Machiavellian way – role-play in conversations with themselves to determine whether their account will be accepted or rejected. In these thought experiments, the potential deviant may see that the range of vocabularies available would lack credibility and not be believed or accepted. If he or she, therefore, refrains from the activity because of the absence of a credible account, then the words or phrases socially control or limit that behavior.
In contrast, if the potential deviant does find credibility in the words and phrases that might be used in the face of moral questioning, and decides to commit the act, these words will have acted as “vocabularies of motive” (Mills, 1940), allowing the deviant behavior to proceed – indeed, even facilitating it. For embezzlers, using words and phrases to convince themselves they are only “borrowing the money” and that they “intend to pay it back” can lead them to the theft. Such sanitizing euphemistic language is used to make harmful conduct personally respectable and more acceptable (Bandura, 2001b). As Cressey (1970: 111) said, after studying embezzlers' motives, “I am convinced that the words the potential embezzler uses in his conversation with himself are actually the most important elements in the process that gets him into trouble.” Cressey calls this use of words and phrases, after contemplating the act but before committing it, “verbalizations.”

Sykes and Matza's “neutralization” and Albert Bandura's “moral disengagement”
Clearly the timing of words and phrases that we use in conversations with ourselves is important. So, what happens if the words and phrases are a part of the subculture or social environment that we inhabit, such as a workplace or a peer group? An environment can be awash with neutralizing words and phrases that make up our meaningful world, and these become taken-for-granted background assumptions of our daily life, such that these social contexts are themselves neutralizing. They are social contexts that remove any moral qualms before an act is even contemplated. It is in this sense that David Matza (1964) argued that people could “unwittingly” neutralize the moral bind of law. Doing so sends their user on a “moral holiday” (what Bandura later called “moral disengagement”) from where they might contemplate acts of deviance. This is not because these social actors are inherently deviant, but because the acts are desirable, available, and possible, and, importantly, they are no longer cast with a moral shadow.
Moreover, where the subculture sets the norms, social deviance may become the norm for everyone in the group. For example, gang members may conform to a set of norms, as may marijuana smokers or “tweakers.” In such circumstances, conventional or non-deviant behavior becomes deviant, and socially conforming behavior now must be accounted for to fellow deviants (Topalli, 2005). Consider the case of college drinking, where there is pressure put on students to party. Not partying is deviant and needs explaining to fellow students to maintain social acceptance among the group. Accounts explaining commitments to schoolwork and girlfriends are acceptable exceptions allowing deviance from the norm of drinking. Simply doing nothing, but not drinking either, results in disapproval, and that disapproval becomes more intense the more often invitations to drinking parties are declined. The ultimate sanction is exclusion from friendship groups for those who persistently abstain.
The use of words and phrases to neutralize morality, either consciously or unconsciously, has been a major feature in explaining deviance since David Matza's early studies with Gresham Sykes (Sykes and Matza, 1957). Unfortunately, use of the term “technique” implies that these are only verbal devices employed purposefully to achieve an objective. However, it is clear from Matza's (1964) later work, and our previous discussion, that their timing is critical in the interactive process, as is whether these words and phrases are part of the meaningful environment or are brought into that environment by design.
It is important to point out that, several decades later, the psychologist Albert Bandura developed a related set of concepts that form part of his theory of moral disengagement. Bandura describes the process of moral disengagement as one that uses psychological maneuvers or mechanisms for disengaging moral control. One of these mechanisms is justificatory: “Investing harmful conduct with high moral purpose not only eliminates self-censure, but it engages self-approval in the service of destructive exploits as well. What was once morally condemnable becomes a source of self-pride” (Bandura, 2001b: 178). Bandura's mechanism for moral disengagement is that which diminishes a person's active human agency both to himself and to others. These excuses, which Bandura calls “displacement and diffusion of responsibility,” are used to hold someone or something, other than the person using them, responsible for the harm committed. Bandura says that, in this form of moral disengagement, “personal agency is obscured by diffusing responsibility for detrimental behavior by group decision making, subdividing injurious activities into seemingly harmless parts, and exploiting the anonymity of collective action” (ibid.).
One of the most pernicious of Bandura's forms of moral disengagement is the concept of “dehumanization.” This involves “divesting people of human qualities or attributing bestial qualities to them. Once dehumanized, they are no longer seen as persons with feelings, hopes, and concerns but as subhuman objects … insensitive to maltreatment and capable of being influenced only by harsh methods” (Bandura, 1999a; see also Bandura, 2001b, 2016). Consider the labels “animal,” “pig,” “rat,” or “cockroach” to describe humans. Being classified or labeled as less than human makes harming people categorized as deviants easier for the perpetrator, who can inflict harm with less guilt. This is because in many cultures some animals, rodents, insects, etc., are classified as lesser species and are expendable, as are humans symbolically equated to them.
There are clearly close parallels between the major tenets of neutralization theory and Bandura's moral disengagement theory (Maruna and Copes, 2005; Ribeaud and Eisner, 2010: 300). Ribeaud and Eisner integrate the core concepts of neutralization theory and moral disengagement theory to form a theory of moral neutralization theory with six “cognitive mechanisms.” The authors say that, despite some divergence, “overall moral disengagement and neutralization techniques appear to be broadly congruent” (2010: 302). Their research found that these cognitive mechanisms which serve to “preserve moral self-concept without experiencing moral self-sanctions” allow moral transgressions “at reduced psychological costs” and are associated with having a greater propensity to offend (2010: 311–12). In the following section, we have followed the lead of Ribeaud and Eisner and have integrated neutralizations from various theories: we include those that overlap in the relevant categories and add some others that do not appear in Sykes and Matza's original five techniques.

“Techniques” of neutralization
In this section, we describe ten neutralizations that are used to disengage people from the moral obligation to follow the prevailing conventional social norms.

	Denial of responsibility: Denial of responsibility is the classic excuse which claims that the deviant is acting because of forces beyond his or her control, reflected in the phrase “it wasn't my fault.” These morally neutralizing words may deny that one is responsible for a potentially deviant act, perhaps with the claim that, “under the circumstances, I had no choice,” or “I was not myself” because “I had a few drinks.” Consider the case of a college footballer, Troy, who had been taking steroids for thirteen months: “He began taking them because the coaching staff had changed his position on the team, so he needed to add as much strength and size as possible: ‘They made me do it. I was too little and weak to play there'” (Clark, 1999: 84). Or the case of deviant police officers who maintain that their deviant action is part of a police officer's duty or part of routine police work. Here officers are only a part of an overall “diffuse process” over which any individual officer doesn't have control (Gottschalk, 2012; Fitch, 2011; Bandura, 2001b).

	Denial of injury: Denial of injury is a justification based on the claim that the deviant action didn't cause others any harm and, since harm is the cultural reason for behavior to be offensive, therefore the behavior is not wrong or immoral. For example, restaurant staff who steal and eat food have been known to justify this practice on the basis that the restaurant is “not losing money” because so much is wasted anyway that their food consumption makes no difference: “I feel we should be charged for entree items, but stuff like bread sticks, soup, salad, and desserts should be free. After all, customers receive these items in unlimited quantity, and half the time they waste most of it” (Stafford, 1999: 52–3). Hospital employees who pilfer towels or toilet rolls or other supplies might claim that the hospital doesn't lose: “the hospital won't miss it and I'm sure that whatever they find missing they can write off on their taxes or as a donation or something” (Fairchild, 1999: 63). Consider a police officer accused of excessively aggressive tactics who claims that minimal harm was caused (Gottschalk, 2012). The officer may discredit the claim of harm (Bandura, 1999b). A variation of this is to assert that “no innocents got hurt,” implying that it is acceptable to harm the “guilty” or suspected criminals. This illustrates denial of harm prefaced on the dehumanization of the suspect, which involves divesting people of human qualities such that they are no longer seen as persons (Bandura, 2016).

	Denial of victim (also called blaming the victim): Denial of victim is a justification, not an excuse. It declares that the person who was “offended” doesn't have the right to claim victim status because he or she was the original offender and deserved what happened to him or her as retribution, to balance or restore justice. Thus, denial of victim questions the right of the supposed victim to moral sanctuary because “he asked for it,” or “they had it coming,” or it was “only retaliation for them hurting me.” The example of restaurant scams provides an illustration:
Waitress Jo … told me she didn't always ask [the cooks] for free food but when she did it was usually after an extremely slow or busy shift. She justified this by the fact that during slow times she didn't make any money in tips and the hourly rate was ridiculously low, proving to herself that “the restaurant owes me this.” She used the same justification after working a busy shift in which she was unable take a break or was forced to deal with an unusual amount of stress during her shift. 

(Lockhart, 1999: 56)


Another example is provided by a hospital employee, “Jack,” who is a chronic pilferer: “I've taken batteries, rubber bands, staples, and the stapler, pencils and pens … garbage bags, plastic buckets, bed sheets and pillowcases.” Jack says he hates his job, hates his supervisor, and argues that the hospital doesn't pay him enough. He says what he takes is “a shift differential” to make up for what he doesn't get paid (Fairchild, 1999: 63).
Importantly, denial of the victim is precisely the neutralization that underlies the accounts of the rampage school shooters discussed earlier. They believed that the years of abuse they had suffered justified their retaliation. Consider the example of Luke Woodham, who said: “I killed because people like me are mistreated every day … I suffered all my life … I was ridiculed, always beaten, always hated … I have a right to be angry, society treated me like dirt” (cited by Newman et al., 2004: 249–50). This neutralization allows the sense of “righteous slaughter” (Katz, 1988) felt by these victims of abuse, which also explains their common lack of remorse. The “victim” is socially constructed as a deserving and legitimate target, while the actor becomes a “moral avenger” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993). Similarly, this can be claimed for those police who classify people as “gangsters” or “criminals.” Because there is no legitimate victim, there is no misconduct; the victim invited suffering because they broke the law (Fitch, 2011). This neutralization attributes blame to the victim, justifying one's own behavior as a rational response or even compelled by forcible provocation (Bandura, 1999b).

	Condemnation of the condemners: Condemning the condemners justifies questioned behavior by challenging or negating the right of others to pass that judgment, particularly officials, because they too are engaged in similar or worse behavior. This use of morally neutralizing words and phrases challenges the moral superiority of those asking condemning questions. For example, they might point to Catholic priests who are practicing pedophiles, to police being corrupt, to senior government officials lying to elected legislators, and to elected politicians selling political offices (even Senate seats!) for personal profit. In the restaurant example, when pointing out that the failure to pay for her own meal was theft, waitress Jo justified this by saying she had witnessed the same kind of behavior from management.

	Appeal to higher loyalties: Appeal to higher loyalties justifies a questioned behavior based on the claim that the offender was following higher moral values than those of the people judging. Indeed, many of those who fail to comply with rules or policy argue that their loyalties lie with different subcultures, groups, intimates, or peers and that the group has needs that take precedence over societal moral, legal, or policy demands (Maruna and Copes, 2005: 13). Such moral justification occurs where harmful, inhumane, or otherwise detrimental conduct is made “personally and socially acceptable by portraying it as serving socially worthy or moral purposes” (Bandura, 2001b: 177). Thus, to the potential deviant, their immediate group – such as “homeboys” or “bros” – may be so important that wider and more abstract loyalties are lost to the moment, as in: “I was only helping my mates [friends].” For example, in a study of “snitching” on fellow naval midshipmen, the sociologist Jana Pershing (2003) found that failure to report violations of the rules to higher officers in the navy was justified by the loyalty and peer friendships among these close-knit groups. This is like the observations about the use of performance-enhancing drugs by college football players: “Non-using team players provided a protective shield of conspiratorial silence for their using colleagues. They condemned them only if publicity, through being caught, brought condemnation on the team; but otherwise they saw drug use as an individual decision that enhanced the overall team performance” (Henry and Eaton, 1999: 77–8).Consider police officers that go over the normal boundaries and policy requirements: “I didn't do it for myself,” “I was helping my partner who was in trouble,” “we are protecting people from greater harm to themselves or to others.” This is also known as the “defense of necessity” and is used when the police officer finds the act is necessary to prevent an even greater crime; it also places the police above the law in situations when there is doubt about what is right and what is wrong (Gottschalk, 2012). Alternatively, wider loyalties than those of secular humanity, such as “it was God's will,” may supplant the general morality of the situation. Our steroid-using college football player, Troy, justified his drug use by stating: “I know it's not right, but hell I wanted to play. It's for the love of the game” (Clark, 1999: 84). Indeed, the justification given for the continued practice of buying alcohol for under-age college fraternity members, regardless of the laws against this, are loyalty to those fraternity traditions, and to other members of the fraternity, over the requirements of the university rules or the law.

	Metaphor of the ledger: Metaphor of the ledger refers to those words and phrases through which the person accepts that the act in question was wrong but asks the questioners to place it in a wider context of all the behavior committed over his or her life; to consider the whole character of the person – the good and the bad – with the claim that, on balance, the person is good. Consider the classic case of Carl Klockars's (1974) Professional Fence, “Vincent Swaggi,” who talked about the money he'd given to charity and the help he'd given to children: “Sure I've done some bad things, but if you add up all the good things and weigh them against the bad things, I've got to come out on the good side.” This is like the cyber-porn surfer and well-respected church member interviewed by Tyrone Good, who explained that “his good deeds in the church youth group far exceed the amount of time and energy he spends seeking prospective sex partners in Internet chat rooms” (Good, 1999: 43).A variation of this type of neutralization is to accept that the behavior is immoral but to argue that the circumstances justify it, and to claim that their future persona and behavior will be different; that this is only a phase of their life and not their real self. Consider this account of a stripper who is a single parent and a student: “I plan to leave this place and them [clients] as soon as I graduate. Their money allows me to be both a good student and a mom. As soon as I can support my family on a normal job's pay, I am so outta this crazy life” (Turner, 1999: 34). Turner comments: “She claims the label ‘tramp' that others see her as ‘will not always be her'” (ibid.).
Or consider the police officer accused of using excessive force: “occasionally we may be a little too forceful but most of the time we are protecting the public against predators who are out to hurt them.” Or the officer who argues that their inappropriate behavior is acceptable because most of their service has been characterized by integrity and accountability (Gottschalk, 2012). In other words, with the metaphor of the ledger, non-compliant or deviant behavior is one instance in a series of otherwise good behavior. A variant of this is to make the claim that no humans are perfect and that we all make mistakes: “don't put your blame on me!” (Rag 'n' Bone Man, 2017).

	Claim of normality: The claim of normality challenges the idea of statistical deviance, arguing, as in Gabor's (1994) book Everyone's Doing It!, that “everybody cheats on their taxes and embezzles from their employer.” The claim, then, is that the questioned behavior is normal rather than deviant, with the implication that its moral or deviant status should not be questioned. Consider college football player Earl's comment on his use of Creatine, a bodybuilding supplement: “Everybody in this game is looking for a way to better himself. That's what I did” (Clark, 1999: 85); or college fraternity members buying alcohol for minors: “Everyone else in every other fraternity in this country is doing the exact same thing” (Bradley, 1999: 95); or restaurant staff who claim that everybody steals from their employer.

	Denial of negative intent: Denial of negative intent involves words and phrases that accept responsibility for any harm caused by the act but claim that the offenders did not intend the negative outcome because they were “just having fun,” or that it was “just a joke,” as in the student firing bottle rockets at fellow students from his campus dorm room: “If people want to disapprove of my behavior I don't care … I feel I shouldn't have to be confronted by their opinion … if they can't take a joke, then to hell with them” (Moss, 1999: 136).

	Claim of relative acceptability: The claim of relative acceptability places the questioned behavior in the context of other deviant behavior that is more serious – arguing that, relatively, it is acceptable by being less harmful or less serious. This claim is also called “justification by comparison” (Cromwell and Thurman, 2003) or “advantageous comparison” (Bandura, 1999a). The comparison minimizes one's own wrongdoing by comparing it to the more egregious behavior of others (Fitch, 2011). For example, people who “see” members of the opposite sex outside of their marriage have said: “I'm not sleeping with these people. Females as well as males can have friends of the opposite sex without any type of sexual involvement”; “Having a friend is not cheating. Having a friend and sleeping with him is cheating” (Frost, 1999: 31). Citing worse behavior makes the actual behavior relatively acceptable. The same use of moral distinctions has been made by naval officers who cheat on their spouses. In the navy, cheating while deployed overseas is relatively acceptable compared to cheating while at home, and having sex “on the spur of the moment isn't as bad as pre-meditated” (Shea, 2007: 59). Bandura points out that, “the more flagrant the inhumanities against which one's destructive conduct is contrasted, the more likely it will lose its repugnancy or even appear benevolent” (Bandura, 2001b: 178).

	Claim of privilege to deviate: The claim of privilege to deviate (or deviance as deserved rewards) is the justification that, because of a major investment of energy, risk, or courage, the person deserves “deviant rewards” as compensation and should be indulged because of their supreme sacrifice. In her study of naval deployment and adultery, Jennifer Shea (2007: 60–1) found that some naval officers saw cheating on their spouses as a reward “for hard work and … for service to your country, so you deserve a break and to have some fun … When you are deployed you have a sense of entitlement because you're away from home and fighting for your country, so it helps to rationalize it.”

These ten categories of neutralization are indicative of those that have been found in previous research. In a major review of the field entitled “What have we learned from five decades of neutralization research?”, the criminologists Shadd Maruna and Heith Copes argue that not only are the original five techniques of neutralization not necessarily the most important techniques – and are somewhat overlapping (e.g. denial of injury and denial of victim) – but also “researchers have identified dozens (even hundreds, depending how finely one cuts them) of techniques that seem to serve the same function as neutralization techniques. What is interesting about neutralization theory is this function (what the neutralizations do), not the flavors it comes in” (Maruna and Copes, 2005: 284).
Neutralization, then, involves the use of words and phrases in ways that make people feel it is a non-moral issue and acceptable to engage in deviant behavior. As we've argued, a fundamental question concerns the timing of their use. Most studies on those who participate in deviance have been undertaken after the fact, so it is difficult to know whether these morally freeing words and phrases were in place before the act or invoked as after-the-fact rationalizations. Others question why some people find the need to use morally neutralizing words and phrases to excuse or justify their behavior, and others yet do not. The fact remains that, for those who neutralize their commitment to convention through neutralization, the only remaining issue is one of motive.
Neutralization theory was developed to understand negative deviance – that is, deviance that both violates norms and is evaluated negatively. How does it fare in heightening our understanding of positive deviance? Shoenberger and her colleagues (2012) interviewed high-achieving students and found the five techniques of neutralization identified by Sykes and Matza were used by students in “coping with the stigma, or the rate-busting portion, of their status” (2012: 774). This somewhat conflates the issue, since rate-busting in academic achievements is judged positively by teachers but negatively by peers, as the authors point out. From the point of view of fellow students, therefore, the rate-busters were negative deviants, so it is not surprising that the conventional techniques were used to assuage the guilt of their over-success, which was their deviance. More interesting would be if neutralization was used in accounting for their over-conformity to academic norms to teachers and parents.
In another interesting insight, Volkan Topalli (2005), in research on hardcore active drug dealers, street robbers, and carjackers, found that they conformed to the values and “code of the streets” rather than a conventional society but neutralize being good rather than being bad, because it is “being good” and their episodic conformity that they must explain to fellow hardcore street offenders.

Motives for deviance
The intriguing question that most people ask when they think of others' deviant behavior is: What motivates them to do it? Motives are the attractions, rewards, or satisfactions that propel us to action. It is imagined that, because the behavior we see as deviance in others seems to be so different from anything we ourselves may do, it requires some special kind of motivation. However, as we have seen, what it requires is that any moral question be suspended, or at least rendered unclear or ambiguous, or, as we'll see in the next chapter, for it not to exist in the first place. Once morality is a non-issue, then the question of “Why do they do it?” becomes easier to answer. In fact, most deviance is motivated by the same set of motives as non-deviant behavior, or, as Matza (1964) said, they may simply act because of the opportunity or because they will it. The range of motives is vast but can be clustered into five main categories, although some of these are overlapping – such as fun, excitement, and sex:

	pecuniary, material or tangible motives: to make money, to obtain goods or services, to obtain sex;

	recreational motives: to enjoy fun and excitement, to obtain thrills, to play; to get high; to beat the system (seen as a game);

	interpersonal or social motives: to achieve status; to earn honor and prestige; to repay favors; to gain acceptance, fit in or feel normal; to stand out; to express friendship, loyalty or resentment; to fulfill role expectations; to compete or meet a challenge;

	problem-solving motives: to relieve pain, stress, tension or boredom; to establish identity; to compensate for missing expectations; to cope; to avoid or escape responsibility; to preserve self (self-defense); to restore control over one's life;

	political motives: to correct injustices; to gain domination over others; to gain freedom from others; to beat an oppressive system; to change society or parts of a social system; to express allegiance to alternative religious, moral or ethical beliefs. (Henry and Eaton, 1999: 20–1)

This is not an exhaustive list, but it is indicative of the range of motives, being the basic ones of rational self-interest. For any act of deviance, several of these motives may be in effect simultaneously, yet others may be not present at all. Consider, for example, the case of rampage school shooters from chapter 4. Their motives are a combination of resentment; relief and escape from pain, stress, and tension; and the need to preserve a sense of self (albeit resulting in their own destruction); to momentarily restore control over their life (while ultimately giving up that control); to correct injustices; to gain freedom from others and control over them; to change parts of the social system (the peer subcultures of the school); and, in some cases, to gain prestige and stand out as (in)famous. The same kind of analysis can be conducted with different kinds of deviance, recognizing that all who engage in any behavior do not do so for the same motives but, rather, display a range of motives. Our student studies in deviant behavior are illustrative. For example, some of Good's (1999: 43) cyber-porn surfers were clearly engaged in their deviance for the thrill of deviant sex, seeing those who don't engage “as robots, who were either afraid or not versatile enough to engage in the behaviors that they found to be second nature.” But others were expressing liberation politics or ethical motives, such as a “dominant mistress” who said she was “only exercising her true right as a woman to exceed the sexual limitations placed on her by a ‘closed-minded' society.” Further, she influenced her daughter to engage in the same behavior, so that “when she gets of age she will be free of the restrictions that a patriarchal society places on her” (ibid.: 44).
Jill Turner's observations in a high-class topless dancing establishment reveal deviant practices such as giving clients personal attention and sex. While sex and entertainment services may be the motives for their clients, their own motives involve power, control, and money, which the dancers say frees them from the control of others: “As a recent divorcee and single parent, now having her own income, Morgan feels free from her ex-husband's demands or threats of holding back child support. The freedom and control provided by stripping echoes the finding by others who see stripping and dating customers as providing power and control for women who feel out of control or who are controlled by others” (Turner, 1999: 34). At the same time, some strippers get a sense of fulfillment from helping others. For example, after going on a dinner date with a paying male client who claimed he needed someone to talk with about his wife's menopause, stripper Tiffany asked Jill, who accompanied them on the date, “Don't you feel good? We actually helped that guy and his marriage. There are worse things we could do for money.” Tiffany admits, though, that not all her dates are of the talking kind. “She has convinced herself that the service she provides, helps other people, doesn't hurt anyone and gives her economic stability” (ibid.: 35). (Note here also the claims of relative acceptability and denial of injury.) In contrast, as we saw at the outset of the previous chapter, in the low-class strip club, Shaw (1999: 39–40) found that money and drugs were the major motives, as was the often felt need to escape from abusive relationships.
Examples of drug and alcohol use may seem at first to be tied up with motives of thrill seeking, having fun, and excitement. However, Page's (1999) account of tailgate or parking lot parties demonstrates that loyalty to an intimate group can be a motive for student drinking:

The consumption of alcohol provides the medium around which intimate social groups could meet in a public setting. In this case alcohol changes an otherwise neutral setting to one in which boredom and loneliness can be relieved. Interestingly, alcohol is the catalyst and the subsequent group interaction and trust provides the motive for continued meeting. The group founded on drinking became a substitute family for those who, for a variety of reasons, had become isolated from other groups and contacts. 

(Henry and Eaton, 1999: 91–2)


The drinking group also served as an alternative way to meet friends without having to join circles in which drug use had become a norm (Page, 1999). Less obvious motives for college drinking than the typical fun, release of tension, and relaxation of inhibitions also appear in Bradley's (1999) account of fraternity drinking: “These include the pride from having a reputation of being able to drink more than others or for being able to purchase alcohol for minors … a return of favors to a system that provided such services to the purchaser when they were also underage.” Other observations of student drinking behavior show that it is accompanied by peer pressure and stigmatization. These pressures revolve around the frequency of drinking and the amount one is supposed to drink to “fit in,” with social sanctioning and pressure being put on those who don't fit in.

Summary and conclusions
In this chapter, we undertook a closer examination of neutralization theory as applied to deviant behavior. We saw how, for most people, deviance is an episodic phenomenon that raises some moral questions for the deviant actor. To maintain a sense of moral identity and self-respect, ordinary people find that they are using words and phrases to frame their deviant behavior and make it more acceptable to themselves. We saw that individuals often used these words and phrases as rationalizations after the act was committed, as they tried to avoid any negative consequences. Such expressions were also used before the act was committed to see if, should they be questioned, their answers would be credible. We saw that, where a subculture exists as part of a social or situational context, the neutralization of morality can be unwitting. We looked at ten categories of neutralizing words and phrases and showed that the resultant moral holiday that their application provides leaves deviant behavior as a non-moral issue. Once invoked, neutralization allows a person to engage in a behavior depending upon whether they want to do it. This in turn rests on a variety of motives that are essentially the same as the motives for engaging in non-deviant or conforming behavior.
The chapter then assumed that deviant actors are mostly conventional actors who episodically engage in deviance. They may do this systematically and relatedly over time or in some situations more than others, but deviant behavior does not dominate their life. In short, they do a whole lot of normal things and their deviance is just one dimension of their life made possible by temporarily having their commitment to morality suspended. However, in the next chapter we spend some time looking at the case of those who do not develop a commitment to morality in the first place. In other words, what explains those deviants whose bonding to convention doesn't occur? For that we will revisit the social control theory that we outlined in chapter 3.

Further reading

	Bandura, Albert (2016) Moral Disengagement: How People Do Harm and Live with Themselves. New York: Worth.


This builds on the theory of human agency and self-efficacy that the author has been developing since 1990. Bandura shows how humans invoke “techniques” for avoiding the moral implications of the harm they create to others. These include displacement of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, minimizing the consequences of an action, dehumanizing the victim, and seeing oneself as the victim and seeing one's harmful behavior serving a worthy cause. Most of these techniques overlap with Sykes and Matza's “techniques,” with the addition of moral disengagement, whereby people selectively disengage internalized moral self-control from their harmful conduct by dehumanization of the victim.

	Cohen, Stanley (2001) States of Denial: Knowing about Atrocities and Suffering. Cambridge: Polity.


This is an award-winning comprehensive assessment of the ways in which individuals, politicians, and governments engage in rationalizations that deny the moral impact of harms and atrocities. It addresses the multiple ways in which social groups and societies build a culture of denial to conceal uncomfortable realities that are too disturbing or threatening to acknowledge and covers examples ranging from depression, to media images of suffering, to explanations of the “passive bystander.” Among subjects examined are Holocaust denial, genocide, torture, and other political massacres that are denied by perpetrators and by bystanders. Cohen shows that denial is the normal resistance of humans to unacceptable truth and calls for us to live outside the lie.

	Maruna, Shadd, and Heith Copes (2005) “What have we learned from five decades of neutralization research?” Crime and Justice 32: 221–320.


This is one of the most thorough reviews concerning the evidence for and against neutralization theory. The authors argue that neutralization is more valuable in explaining persistence in or desistance from deviant behavior. They also identify parallels with psychology's cognitive theory, particularly Bandura's concept of moral disengagement.

	Matza, David (1964) Delinquency and Drift. New York: John Wiley & Sons.


Here Matza develops his version of neutralization, in which he rejects the idea that delinquents learn the values of a delinquent subculture. He presents their deviance as exciting, thrilling, and arousing compared to their otherwise mundane life and shows that juveniles learn both mainstream values and their contradictions, inconsistencies, and alternative values that are part of society's subculture of delinquency. The delinquent's negation of the law reflects an inconsistent legal code that contains the seeds of its own neutralization. Juveniles extend and distort these inconsistencies through excuses and justifications that enable them to drift in and out of commitment to both mainstream and delinquent values and that translate into episodic delinquent behavior. Importantly, this work corrects the impression left by “techniques of neutralization” that the use of neutralization is only manipulative and points out that it is often unwitting, yet, once neutralized, the context allows juveniles the moral freedom to deviate if they will it.

	Scott, Marvin B., and Stanford M. Lyman (1968) “Accounts,” American Sociological Review 33(1): 46–62.


This is a sociological analysis of the verbal process of excusing or justifying untoward behavior or explanations for it when one or both have been questioned. It examines the conditions necessary for people's accounts of their activity to be acceptable that is honored by those doing the questioning.

	Sykes, Gresham M., and David Matza (1957) “Techniques of neutralization: a theory of delinquency,” American Sociological Review 22(6): 664–70.

This is the founding article showing how words and phrases in the form of excuses and justifications can erode moral values, allowing for the guilt-free participation in rule-violating behavior. The authors identify five categories of neutralization used by juveniles: denial of responsibility, denial of injury, denial of victim, condemning the condemners, and appealing to a higher loyalty.
6
Failed Socialization and Weak Social Control


So far, we have examined cases where people who otherwise behave conventionally have seen their morality suspended or eroded, allowing them to be free to act depending upon what motivates them. Of course, people may also deviate because they have no commitment to conformity. If bonding relations are absent and no attachments have been formed with conventional parents and other supposedly conventional actors – such as schools, churches, or community groups – or if there is no stake in the conventional society, little involvement in its institutions, or a low level of belief in its norms and values, then deviance is likely to be an available choice. More accurately, we might say that convention is not particularly attractive if there is nothing in it for those in need of pleasure, and, further, it is not attractive if there is nothing in it to lose. Travis Hirschi, as we outlined in chapter 3, referred to this as social control theory, which he developed to explain deviance – in particular, delinquency by youth. Absence of controls means a person is more likely to commit deviant or delinquent acts.

Hirschi's social control theory: bonding to convention
Hirschi identified four levels of the failure to develop this stake in conformity or convention: (1) “attachment,” (2) “commitment,” (3) “involvement,” and (4) “belief.” Attachment is the caring and sensitivity a person has for conventional others' feelings, opinions, and well-being; conventional others include parents, teachers, religious leaders, and additional members of the community. Strong bonds of attachment would mean acting in a way that respects those conventional others, taking care not to hurt them. Commitment is the fear that one needs to preserve a relationship with conventional actors and avoid losing one's stake in the relationship. Involvement suggests that, the more conventional activity – such as school-related activity, clubs and societies, community volunteer work, etc. – in which one engages, the less time there is for deviant activity; conversely, those less involved in convention have more free time to deviate, as in “the Devil makes work for idle hands.” Finally, there is the view that it is important to believe in conventional values, to follow conventional rules, and to uphold conventional morality: “delinquency is not caused by beliefs that require delinquency but is rather made possible by the absence of (effective) beliefs that forbid delinquency” (Hirschi, 1969: 26).

Hirschi and Gottfredson: the lack of self-control over the impulse to deviate
Related to Hirschi's ideas about social bonding to convention is the effectiveness of socialization into convention and the idea of self-control. It has long been a tradition in thinking about social deviance to point to the numerous ways in which socialization fails to produce social conformity. The basic assumption is that, unless socialized into conventional behavior, humans are capable of a wider range of behavior, including deviant behavior: “All of us, it appears, are born with the ability to use force and fraud in pursuit of our private goals.” Moreover, “everyone is capable of criminal or deviant acts … however … some are more likely than others to actually commit them” (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 2001: 88).
Humans are all born with impulses and motives to deviate, and this is a normal state, not a pathological one; to limit or control those impulses we must be effectively socialized. Socialization is typically seen as the ways in which first parents and then schools imbue children with respect for the values and norms of conventional society. This is achieved through monitoring the children's behavior, recognizing when it is inappropriate, correcting it when it deviates, and providing a structure or framework through which to act appropriately, with due consideration for others:

But the major sources of self-control, in our view, are the actions of parents or other responsible adults. Parents, who care for their children, watch them as best they can. When they see their children doing something they should not do, they correct, admonish, or punish them. The logical structure of successful socialization thus has four necessary conditions: care, monitor, recognize (deviant behavior) and correct. When all of these conditions are present, the child presumably learns to avoid acts with long-term negative consequences, whatever their legal or moral status. When any one of them is missing, continued low self-control may be the result. 

(Hirschi and Gottfredson, 2001: 90)


Indeed, Hirschi and Gottfredson argue: “By the age of 8 or 10, most of us learn to control such tendencies to the degree necessary to get along at home and at school … low self-control is natural and … self-control is acquired in the early years of life. Children presumably learn from many sources to consider the long-range consequences of their acts” (ibid.). Particularly important, as reinforcement for learning self-control beyond the family, is their school:

First it can more effectively monitor behavior than the family, with one teacher overseeing many children at a time. Second, as compared to most parents, teachers generally have no difficulty recognizing deviant or disruptive behavior. Third, as compared to the family, the school has such a clear interest in maintaining order and discipline that it can be expected to do what it can to control disruptive behavior. Finally, like the family, the school in theory has the authority and means to punish lapses in self-control. 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990: 105)


If effective child-rearing occurs through family and school, then high levels of self-control will be established and the probability of deviance will be minimized. In contrast, if ineffective child socialization occurs, low levels of self-control will manifest as impulsivity, insensitivity, and risk-taking behavior. Individuals having low self-control act to obtain immediate gratification, demonstrating little understanding of deferred gratification or long-term, future planning. Such people are much more likely to participate in social deviance and to continue to do so over their life course:

Those who have a high degree of self-control avoid acts potentially damaging to their future prospects, whatever current benefits these acts seem to promise. Those with a low degree of self-control are easily swayed by current benefits and tend to forget future costs. Most people are between these extremes, sometimes doing things they know they should not do, other times being careful not to take the unnecessary risks for short-term advantage. 

(Hirschi and Gottfredson, 2001: 82)


In self-control theory, a major distinction is made between the acts of crime and the potential for committing such acts, i.e. a person's criminality, which is “the tendency of people to engage in or refrain from criminal acts” (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 2001: 88). So, it is assumed that everyone is capable of criminal or deviant acts and that “some are more likely than others to actually commit them. Criminality is a matter of degree” (ibid.). The difference between those with the potential for committing acts of crime or deviance, but don't, and those with the potential who actually do is

in their awareness of and concern for the long-term costs of crime – such things as arrest, prison, disgrace, disease, and even eternal damnation … What distinguishes offenders from others is not the strength of their appetites but their freedom to enjoy the quick and easy and ordinary pleasures of crime without undue concern for the pains that may follow them … we thus infer the nature of criminality. People who engage in crime are people who neglect long-term consequences. They are, or tend to be, children of the moment. They have what we call low self-control. 

(Ibid.: 90)


Persons with low self-control are arguably insensitive to the feelings of others and lack empathy for suffering victims (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990: 88).
A simple rational-choice model of human nature is implied here, as Gottfredson and Hirschi state in their earlier work:

all human conduct can be understood as self-interested pursuit of pleasure or the avoidance of pain … It tells us that people behave rationally when they commit crimes and when they do not. It tells us that people are free to choose their course of conduct, whether it be legal or illegal. And it tells us that people think of and act first for themselves, that they are not naturally inclined to subordinate their interests to the interests of others. 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990: 5)


However, this idea of humans as rational-choice thinkers applies less readily to those who abandon conventional values and the means to achieve them, or who slide into deviance as detachment from the apparent reality of a world to which they are unable to relate. Nor does it explain much of that which is irrational, such as the pursuit of pain and the avoidance of pleasure that characterizes some deviant behavior. Consider the case of those who self-mutilate to relieve their inner torment. Additionally, it doesn't fully account for those who are highly bonded to conventional lives and institutions and yet deviate regardless, such as dentists abusing cocaine, doctors defrauding Medicare, and corporate executives embezzling from their companies. However, the rational-choice/interest model is an excellent way to understand why corporations defraud the public and employ risk managers to maximize their opportunities to do so while avoiding costs.
Clearly, one of the main reasons people may not develop a commitment to conventional values is that they have developed a commitment to other values. This need not be because they lack self-control but simply because, having examined, explored, thought about, and practiced conventional values, they find that these values are meaningless or boring. In many ways, conventional values can be seen to channel and smother human agency, deny people creativity, and limit what it means to be human. Compare the orchestra player of classical music, tied to the written music, reproducing the score, to the jazz musician who is free to improvise innovate and create different renditions at every new performance.
Deviance, then, offers freedom of human agency. Convention does not, except in narrowly framed rule-bound ways. In their exploration for alternatives, those who deviate may have simply inverted the values of conventional society. In doing so they alleviate their frustrated status by constructing an alternative, oppositional, if sometimes defeatist, subculture. Alternatively, they might have inherited a subcultural commitment to alternative values unwittingly, because of immersion in a culture that is outside the mainstream of society, through being in a culture subordinate to the mainstream, or by creating a culture that is designed to replace the mainstream. In each case, they are both learning new alternative values and creating them through their own agency (Akers, 1985).
Then there are those who violate rules to further certain causes and those who deviate to advance the interests of their own deviant identities, refusing to accept negative judgments about what they do. Their deviance is certainly rational to them, but rarely impulsive; rather, it is often measured, calculated, and political (Lauderdale, 2011). Finally, consider positive deviants, whose value to society has been to take risks, think outside the box, and to become deviant to be innovative. The irony here is that conventional society now wants to capture them and their approach to solve problems that its own script cannot solve (Pascale et al., 2010).

Human biographies and meaningful contexts
To be shaped by one's background, or to be shaped by the force of structural circumstance, is to be in a context of past meanings from which newly created meaning is hewn. Values of convention or values of alternatives are the cloth from which new suits of deviant behavior are cut. Combining the meanings that we have internalized from our socio-cultural environment with our personal experiences of what events and objects mean is necessary for shaping the situation in the present. But it also projects likely future courses of action; it suggests that we have an affinity for some activities and an aversion to others. Even so, we are not completely compelled to act. We can choose, albeit under restricted, often narrowed and channeled conditions. The choice we make is unlikely to be something completely alien to our experience.
At most, we come to the decision to commit an act of deviance with some degree of openness, willingness, and affinity or aversion. We are somewhat free to make choices in this context, but we are neither certain nor compelled to act in a certain way. What tips the balance of our choice, and leads us to the initial decision to take part in the deviant act, may depend quite literally on how open and willing we are, taking account of the web of relations in which we are embedded. It may also depend on how we see the act furthering our self-identity, or how the act adds to our self-identity – not that this must be decided urgently or impulsively.
Alternatively, our reluctance to commit the act may be slowly worn away by the persistent requests from those with whom we have friendly relations. As well as providing models that can be trusted, friends may supply sufficient justification, role models, materials, and skills the next time they invite us to join with them to turn us towards our first deviant participation. These friends may finally tip the balance to provide our personal biographies with an excess of definitions favorable to rule violation. But it is important to recognize that it is still we who choose. The difference is that, at this point in the process, our circumstances, our friends, our wider socio-cultural heritage, and our personal biographical experiences – including our family and socialization – have narrowed the possibilities from what was once merely one behavior in a vast array of others to an either/or issue.
The decision to try the behavior, at least once, may come as a great release. It certainly changes the whole situation. No longer are we solely dependent on our past understanding or meanings communicated to us through the words and actions of participating friends. We have now created space for further decisions based on our own experience, while simultaneously making available a repeat deviant performance on a future date. If our experience of the deviant activity was bad, we may have been turned off by the behavior. Having satisfied ourselves and our persuaders that we know what this deviance is, and do not like it personally, we may be unwilling to try it again. We are susceptible to the audience translating the meaning of the activity from bad to neutral. But, from neutral, we may be prepared to try again, and then once more, just to see if something was missed. We may continue to experiment. Repeated unfavorable experiences with specific deviant behavior are likely to leave us in conformity or even with a renewed commitment to conformity. However, the experience may be sufficiently neutral or attractive enough that we are more willing to try the activity, if only to intensify it, or simply because we have done it before and nothing particularly unpleasant happened. After a succession of increasingly favorable experiences, we may be prepared not merely to try the behavior one more time but actively to seek it out as it increasingly becomes part of our biography. One may say that we are now “turned on” to the activity.

Summary and conclusions
In this chapter, then, we have explored the ideas that humans are self-interested rational calculators who, without adequate controls provided by parental and school socialization, will fail to develop the bonds to convention that will limit their deviance. We also looked at the role such socialization plays in developing a resistance among youth to instant gratification. Finally, we turned back to the idea that the rational choice model is insufficiently nuanced to understand the complexity of human action and fails to appreciate the human creativity that generates intentionality in norm violation as well as the freedom that human agency receives from deviance.
In the next chapter, we go beyond how people arrive at the decision to experiment with deviant behavior and look at how they acquire or are conferred with “deviant” statuses.
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	Hirschi, Travis (1969) The Causes of Delinquency. Berkeley: University of California Press.


Hirschi's social control theory, like previous control theories, assumes that deviant behavior will occur if social controls are not in place, are poorly formed, or are weakened once formed. The shift Hirschi made is to argue that these controls were formed through a variety of social bonds with conventional others. He identified four elements of social bonding to convention: attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief. Failure of any of these elements can lead us to deviate.
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The authors argue that all forms of deviance have one underlying similarity: the pursuit of immediate gratification rather than delayed gratification, which ignores long-term costs and consequences. The editors and contributors find this pattern present in a wide range of behavior designated as deviant, and it involves risk-taking and impulsive behavior and the lack of self-control or self-management. They argue that the concept of low self-control is more useful than theories explaining deviance through analyzing its separate forms and, further, that the family institution is central to curbing deviance by effectively socializing children to control their impulse to deviate.
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This short chapter captures the essence of the authors' earlier works on self-control and provides the reader with a comprehensive understanding of its main themes, which focus on the deviant's lack of self-control in the face of impulses to seek immediate gratification.

	Nye, F. Ivan (1958) Family Relationships and Delinquent Behavior. New York: Wiley.


Nye takes the view, like most control theorists, that humans have the impulse to deviate or engage in antisocial behavior and argues that the key to prevent this is the existence of a variety of social controls. He identifies four kinds of controls. Direct controls include formal and informal sanctions, coercive use of punishments and rewards, and monitoring and supervision to gain compliance. Internal controls are those norms and values of a society that have been internalized and serve to self-limit people's impulse to deviance by generating or changing their beliefs through socialization or social conditioning. Indirect controls are those resulting from the strong affinity and emotional ties of children to mainstream family members such as parents and rely on appeals to loyalty, esteem, or embarrassment. Finally, opportunity control adjusts alternatives available for needs or goal fulfillment.

	Rankin, Joseph H., and Edward L. Wells (2006) “Social control theory and direct parental controls,” pp. 119–28 in The Essential Criminology Reader, ed. Stuart Henry and Mark M. Lanier. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.


In this chapter Rankin and Wells provide a useful summary of the major literature on social control theories and address the evidence for the effectiveness of parental family controls in delinquency prevention. They identify three components of “direct parental controls” over children. Normative regulation clearly and explicitly defines behavioral expectations and specifies the consequences for non-compliance. Monitoring children's behaviors entails supervision and surveillance to ensure behavior is compliant. Discipline and punishment of non-compliance involves administering unpleasant outcomes to children's misbehaviors. The authors argue that effective direct control requires the application of all three elements.

	Reckless, Walter C. (1961) The Crime Problem. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.

Reckless combines the theory of deviant motivation with one of deviant control, which he called containment. While he sees a variety of psychological, social, and environmental pushes and pulls to deviance, he also identifies inner and outer containments. Inner containment is the exercise of self-control grounded in strong self-esteem, to resist the draw of or impulse to deviance. Outer containment comprises the controls exercised by social institutions and the development of positive and supportive relations between these institutions and the individual.
7
How People Become Deviants: Labeling Deviant Actors


This chapter focuses on the process of becoming deviant. It shows how deviance that begins through minor acts sometimes culminates in a self-fulfilling outcome that is usually the product of a succession of negative, traumatizing experiences with control agents that undermine a sense of personal security and self-esteem. These control experiences model violence as a response to problems and progress through a series of stages, triggered by more escalating, often symbolically violent control measures such as stigmatization, punishment, or segregation, which result in a deviant career rather than a change of behavior.
This chapter, then, moves us from a person's willingness to engage in social deviance, which we discussed as an emerging social process in the last three chapters, to deviance as an inherent part of an individual's social identity. One of the first steps in this process of “becoming deviant” (Matza, 1969) is the transformation from deviant behavior as simply one of many behavioral options to deviant behavior as a reflection of the “real” underlying identity of the person deviating. This was first identified by the sociologist Edwin Lemert (1951, 1967) as a move from “primary” to “secondary” deviance.

Lemert's primary and secondary deviance
Deviant behavior alone does not make a deviant. Nor does the mere repetition of that behavior make a deviant identity. According to Lemert, such episodic or repeated minor rule-breaking activity is no more than primary deviance because it is only a part of the range of available behavior: primary deviance is “polygenic, arising out of a variety of social, cultural, psychological, and physical factors … It has only marginal implications for the status and psychic structure of the person concerned” (Lemert, 1967: 40). At this stage in the deviance process there is no commitment, no identity doubt, and no identity transformation. Any guilt might be neutralized by the discourse of the context or by the application of learned techniques of neutralization. The rule-breaker is simply a person episodically breaking rules or not conforming to norms – no more, no less.
At this stage in the process of becoming deviant, social actors in conversations with themselves see their own essential being as non-deviant and their deviant behavior as incidental, occasional, or not of their real selves. These are often deviant behaviors in the realm of exploration or experimentation. The sociologist Ross Matsueda observes that primary deviance “has only minor consequences for a person's status, social relationships, or subsequent behavior. Primary deviance tends to be situational, transient and idiosyncratic” (Matsueda, 2001: 225).
Initial participation in deviant behavior may result in repeat performances. But it does not result in an identity change. Experimenting with marijuana once, twice, or three times does not make a person “a stoner.” Primary deviants will likely move on to other behaviors, will desist from delinquency, will undergo “maturational reform,” and do not become locked in a pattern of behavior. Instead they see themselves as separate from the identity attributed to those labeled as “deviant” and often go out of their way to distinguish themselves from these “deviants” through a variety of neutralization tactics, as we saw in chapter 5. Thus, an occasional drug user is not a junkie; a social drinker is not an alcoholic; an exotic dancer who occasionally dates her customer is not a slut – at least not from the point of view of the protagonists. Their identity is not as a deviant, even though they do deviant things.
To produce the more serious, and arguably less escapable, secondary deviance, it is necessary for the person publicly identified as deviant to be labeled by others and for them to absorb the label as their identity. This occurs through a series of social processes, among which are being excluded from normal activities and having authoritative others reinforce the claimed social view that the actor in question is, in fact, a deviant. In the process, depending on how open and susceptible or closed and resistant they are to others' definitions of themselves, they undergo a transformation of their self-identity. Only when an actor plays out a deviant activity as part of his or her identity, when she or he sees it as inevitable rather than selected, or when his or her “life and identity are organized around the facts of deviance” (Lemert, 1967: 41) is that person referred to as a “secondary deviant.” Secondary deviance, then, “is explicitly a response to societal reactions to deviance and has major consequences for a person's status, relationships and future behavior. Secondary deviance occurs when society's response to initial deviance (e.g. stigmatization, punishment, segregation) causes fundamental changes in the person's social roles, self-identity, and personality, resulting in additional deviant acts” (Matsueda, 2001: 225). The question addressed in this chapter is: How does deviant behavior get converted into deviant identity? Such conversion involves a repeated pattern of negative social reaction, moral judgment, degradation, and the reconstruction of past biography over time. It involves the action of audiences, whether other children, parents, teachers, counselors, mental health workers, courts, group homes, or correctional institutions – all of whom contribute to a social process of stigmatization and discrimination. This process can begin early in life because of a failure to form attachments with significant others.
The psychologist John Bowlby (1988), who developed “emotional attachment theory,” emphasized the importance of having a secure emotional base to produce a developed personality. He argued that children develop anxiety and insecurity if their parenting is disrupted in their early years. This can occur because of experiencing traumatic events such as parental drug use or alcohol abuse, child sexual abuse, or childhood abandonment owing to separation from maternal bonding through placement in foster care or in an institutional setting. As a result, these children often have difficulty forming relationships. Such children lack the ability to empathize with others, becoming “affectionless children” (Bowlby, 1944, 1988).
Clearly, the strength with which the others' views are held, communicated, and imposed can affect a person's overall sense of self-identity, and this can build over time in a negative direction. This is especially important where others powerfully define one's status as deviant. Two fundamental concepts in understanding how one becomes a deviant are “self-identity” and the “social self.”

Self-identity and social self in the process of becoming deviant
Social psychologists have long recognized that people's self-identity is comprised of at least two interactive cognitive social processes. In one, we think of our unique and individual selves based upon our own biography; this is the person who we believe we are “deep down” – the true self, or the inner “I.” If there was no one else in the world to reflect on us, this is who we would be. But since there are many others in the world, and we interact with them in multiple ways in different social contexts, our identity is affected to a greater or lesser degree by their views. We are daily receiving communications, feedback, and clues about ourselves from what they tell us. What we make of what they tell us is critical for how we see ourselves and for who we become. We can also stand outside our inner selves and look at ourselves through others' eyes; we see ourselves as others see us. As Charles Horton Cooley (1902: 184) noted, in his concept “the looking glass self” (mirror), this is “the imagination of our appearance to the other person; the imagination of his judgment of that appearance, and some sort of self-feeling such as mortification or pride.”
For the social psychologist George Herbert Mead (1934), the process involves taking the role of the other. We take their role and try to look at ourselves as an object through another's eyes. Moreover, we can also look at ourselves through many others' eyes and get a “generalized view” of how others see us – the meaning these collective others have of us. This ability to observe our social status through the eyes of others can be internalized in our mind as the “Me” that others see. Our social identity or self is a combination of both the inner “I” and the social “Me.” Importantly, the extent to which the Me can overwhelm the I depends on a variety of factors related to personality, resilience, self-belief, etc.
This social psychological insight has important implications for the process through which our identity remains stable or becomes transformed, which in turn has implications for the process of becoming deviant. Most of the time people behave in habitual or routine ways but, as Matsueda has said, when problems with others arise, we start to reflect on what went wrong. At such times: “The person takes the role of the other, views the problematic situation from the standpoint of significant others, and evaluates alternative lines of action from the perspective of others” (Matsueda, 2001: 234). When a satisfactory solution is reached, the person may change his or her behavior to reduce those problems and conflicts. In this sense, the person may be said to have exercised self-control but, in effect, has been subject to social control. As a result, we can see that “the self arises through role-taking, the process of taking the role of the other, viewing one's self from the perspective of the other, and controlling one's behavior accordingly … Moreover, because role-taking involves considering lines of action from the standpoint of reference groups, it follows that behavior is controlled by social groups. Self-control is actually social control” (ibid.: 224). It is in this sense that Hirschi's social control theory, which we examined in the last chapter, can help us understand how failure to provide an adequate framework and values through socialization, or – even more important – providing one full of conflicting, contradictory and unstable values, can lead to the failure of social bonds to form.
Whether we decide to conform to the view others have of us, by adjusting our behavior to fit their expectations, or to resist or ignore what we perceive can be critical factors in the process of becoming deviant. Clearly, if we don't adjust – because we can't empathize, or because we are so blinded by our sense of injustice about our own situation, or because of narcissistic tendencies that focus everything back on ourselves – then we risk drawing more negative heat about our behavior/ideas/appearance.
While altering our behavior in accordance with our sense of our social self, we are also changing who we are – or at least who we are seen to be. We may genuinely want to become the person whom others consider us to be, or we may simply want to manipulate the way others see us by presenting our social selves as a package of how we want to be seen. We engage in a variety of symbolic communication that Erving Goffman (1959, 1970, 1971) variously called “impression management,” “strategic interaction,” and “role distancing,” or similar social manipulation designed to convince others that what they see is “really” us. However, since we know that we are managing impressions, and we know – in the case of those experimenting with deviant behavior – that we have been engaging in banned behavior, this can give rise to problems of “secrecy,” concealing the facts of deviant behavior, and “transparency,” especially the fear that we may be seen for who we really are. This raises the question for us of who we really are: Who is the real me?

The problem of transparency … is that others may see through the subject's flimsy attempts to conceal the fact that s/he has misbehaved … The subject has to appear conventional … To do this, the subject has to be devious – s/he has to play at being ordinary. The irony is that, having exerted so much effort to appear ordinary, the subject performs a self-disservice by glimpsing the possibility that s/he is, after all, only playing at it. 

(Box, 1981: 211)


Such self-doubt prepares the way for the identity transformation that produces secondary deviance – that is, the identity transformation in which a person comes to believe that they are or have a deviant identity rather than a person who deviates. Again, this is not a two-step process but one that is progressive over time. If this process plays out, the deviant activity can come to overwhelm a person's life as they become engulfed by their deviant identity.
An important factor, as previously mentioned, is identity strength. This is especially significant for the transformation from social deviance to deviant identity. The strength of our own individual sense of self, relative to our sense of the social selves that we internalize because of role-playing the generalized views held of us by others, can have a significant impact on whether we become deviant. Some people have a strong sense of who they are, regardless of others' views of them; others have a weak sense of identity and are more vulnerable to the influence of others. In the case of people with visible forms of deviance, the effects of audience reaction on their sense of social self can be devastating. Consider the humiliating experience of some short individuals, regardless of whether their shortness is relative to the average norm or stunted because of a growth issue:

It is not unusual for a person to stand on a bus or train rather than to sit next to a person of restricted growth. One member was humiliated by a woman refusing to use a toilet cubicle she had vacated. This sort of thing tends to erode one's dignity. If you don't have a strong character, it can be quite devastating. I know people who will shut themselves indoors for a week after a bad experience. 

(A. Brown, cited by Robinson and Henry, 1977: 48)


Bowlby's (1988) attachment theory and Hirschi's (1969) social control theory both suggested, in different ways, that parenting is a critical component in developing secure selves, resistant to the dominance of others' definitions. Years of childhood abuse by parents, or by peers at school in the case of rampage school shooters, can have destructive outcomes. Obviously, these are the exceptions, but they are extreme ends of a continuum. In between, there are numerous children who go through some, but not all, of these experiences to become potential deviant identities. Whether they become actual deviants, in the sense of secondary deviants locked into their deviant identity, depends on the combination of their biography and environment and on the social processes that intercede. For many, it could go either way. So how does one acquire or achieve a deviant social status?

Deviant social status and social stereotypes
A deviant status is one assigned to an actor by an audience based on the meaning they give to the ideas, behavior, or attributes held by the actor. Essentially, it is a judgment about the moral worth of a person based on the social meaning of certain characteristics. The judgment is expressed in a shorthand fashion by a category, label, or stereotype. Since it is assumed that ideas and behaviors are chosen, and that an alternative non-deviant behavior could have been chosen instead, deviant statuses arrived at in this way are known as “achieved.” In contrast, those deviant statuses relating to an actor's qualities or attributes with which they are born – such as race, gender, dis/ability – are known as “ascribed” (Mankoff, 1971). In a sense they are both ascribed, since any differences must first be perceived by an audience and given meaning to be later judged as significant. However, in the case of achieved deviance, the actor is partly, if not wholly, responsible for their behavior and the audience's use of labels, whereas in the case of ascribed status this is not necessarily so. Where physical conditions are deemed negative attributes, those who possess them are stigmatized and become subject to social exclusion:

Many disabilities – blindness, deafness, mental retardation, paraplegia, and the like – were held to so thoroughly permeate all facets of sufferers' lives, that they constituted a decisive factor in virtually everything the individuals did and thus became their master status. In this way, people with disabilities were defined as different from (and less than) others. They were classified as abnormal and were subjected to various forms of treatment, discrimination, institutionalization, and exclusion. 

(Hanson, 2000)


A person may achieve or be ascribed to more than one deviant status, and these may be core or peripheral to their lives. A core or “master status” is one that takes precedence over all others possessed by a person, such that the person comes to represent the thing described. At the same time, all their other statuses are consumed by their master status. Consider the following account by an individual describing her sense of self while coping with obesity:

I became very aware that I was unattractive when I was fat and it made me very, very miserable … It meant that when I was fat, wherever I went, I was not conscious of being a woman, or of being a nothing, or of being something, or of being a friend, or of being a stranger. I was conscious of being a fatty and I felt ugly … Day and night for years it got me that bad. 

(Robinson and Henry, 1977: 49)


A peripheral or “auxiliary status,” by contrast, consists of the expected behaviors, ideas, or attributes of someone possessing a master status. As might be expected, it is usual that the moral standing of both the master and auxiliary statuses are designated as inferior. Consider, for example, HIV/AIDS. Because of the fear of the disease, and because the disease has been associated with some deviant behaviors, those diagnosed with HIV/AIDS fear revealing their condition because the diagnosis may lead to these auxiliary negative statuses:

[B]ecause HIV/AIDS is associated with marginalized behaviors and groups, all individuals with HIV/AIDS are assumed to be from marginalized groups and some may be stigmatized in a way that they were not before. For example, in some settings, men may fear revealing their HIV status because it will be assumed that they are homosexual. Similarly, women may fear revealing their serostatus because they may be labeled as “promiscuous” or sex workers and stigmatized as such. Second, HIV/AIDS exacerbates the stigmatization of individuals and groups who are already oppressed and marginalized, which increases their vulnerability to HIV/AIDS, and which in turn causes them to be further stigmatized and marginalized. 

(Parker and Aggleton, 2002: 4)


Although the sudden declaration that one has HIV/AIDS seems instantly to confer deviant and associated statuses, the assimilation of a deviant status does not generally happen immediately. To become a secondary deviant, the actor must accept the deviant label that the audience seeks to confer, and the audience needs to further respond to the person whose moral standing is in question. This is an iterative process. The audience's contribution to the development of a person's deviant status is to increase the formality, force, and frequency of its collective definition of the person as deviant. This can happen by primary – that is, intimate – groups such as family and friends, who informally label a person as a certain type of deviant. Whether their definitions have a significant effect depends, as we've seen, on how sure a person is of their own identity. It also depends on the stage in life when these assertions of a person's identity occur. Up to ages six or seven, parents can be very influential; between eight and eleven, peers' views become predominant. Many parents report a transformation in their children by the time they enter middle school. By the time kids become teenagers, parents' views have been replaced by the views of school and peers, with the latter continuing to gain importance. The early teen is a conformist to the peer group, and their worst nightmare is being different, as “not fitting in,” as we saw in chapter 4. Being different subjects one to attention, gossip, and possible ridicule. According to the classical developmental psychologists' view, from ages thirteen to twenty, adolescents learn about their own self-identity but also engage in minor delinquency. At this stage, adolescents have huge self-doubts, can be confused, and may suffer feelings of anxiety and inferiority.
Clearly, participants in deviant activity do not necessarily evaluate their own behavior negatively, even if adults hold such a view. For example, a British study by the Social Issues Research Centre found that “teenagers will present themselves in a certain way, through talking about drugs, supporting certain bands and adopting popular styles, to fit in with their group, or ‘music tribe'” (SIRC, 2004: 3). The study identified ten current leading teenage music-based “tribes” in the UK – Academics/Geeks, Gangstas, Goths, Indies, Moshers, Scallies, Skaters, Sporties, Townies, and Trendies:

Being part of a tribe allows us social inclusion and a means of identifying ourselves alongside those whom we look up to or aspire to emulate. It provides a social arena in which we can act out prescribed roles, adopting the appearance or style that serves as a representation of our allegiance. Modern tribes tend to select themselves by their cultural tastes and lifestyle choices. The mass media has given modern day communities a common context and language which can be used to determine today's teenagers' choice of tribe … Within the teenage music tribes, there is a kind of alternative “career” structure in which social and personal identities are developed. At the “novice” stage in early teen-hood, youngsters are looking for opportunities to blend in with their friends or to stand out from other groups of teens in a “blended-in” kind of way. At around the ages of 14 or 15, issues such as personal appearance and dress style become more significant and it is at this stage that the desire to be associated with a particular genre of music is evident, in contrast to the mainstream pop that might have sufficed at an earlier age. This is when tribes start to form in earnest and it is when the peer group starts to be important in supporting young people, whose lives are often characterised by a mixture of confidence and excitement, coupled with distinct lack of self-belief. 

(Ibid.: 5–6)


The study found that boys were more likely, for example, to claim that they have taken drugs when they haven't: “17 percent of 11–13-year-olds, 21 percent of 14–16-year-olds and 22 percent of over-16-year-olds think their friends pretend to have taken drugs when they haven't.” Over half thought that young people over-claimed their drug use to “look cool” and “impress friends”:

The most self-aware and image-conscious group is that of the “Gangstas,” characterised by their love of hip hop stars like Eminem, sports brands and “bling.” The Gangsta tribe is most likely to say that their taste in music influences their personal appearance, at 72 percent. They are also the most likely to “talk up” their drugs misuse, at 35 percent. This compared with an average of 23 percent within the 11–18-year-old age group, and 9 percent of Academics/Geeks and 19 percent of Scallies. 

(Ibid.: 3)


In short, teenagers engaged in primary deviance represent a risk population for labeling and stereotyping by others, whether the labelers are their own peers, teachers, adults, or the school or juvenile justice system.
Ten years later it seemed that this might have changed, as, rather than distinct tribe affiliations, 2014 youth culture had become a melting pot, resulting in micro-identities that populate the Internet:

in the mid-80s, the fifth and sixth forms, where uniform requirements were relaxed, looked like a mass of different tribes, all of them defined by the music they liked, all of them more or less wearing their tastes on their sleeves … It was fairly obvious who was who and what was what … In 2014, however, the only real teenage cults visible to an outsider, displaying their allegiances by their manner of dress, seem to be metalheads and emos … The latter seems to have co-opted elements of most of the other spectacular subcultures – goth, metal, punk and indie – under one catch-all term … as with virtually every area of popular culture, it's been radically altered by the advent of the internet: that we now live in a world where teenagers are more interested in constructing an identity online than they are in making an outward show of their allegiances and interests … the 20th-century idea of a youth subculture is now just outmoded. The internet doesn't spawn mass movements, bonded together by a shared taste in music, fashion and ownership of subcultural capital: it spawns brief, microcosmic ones. 

(Petridis, 2014)


Interestingly, even though the social tribes that float on the tide of pop-culture change with each cultural wave, the presence of tribes, types, or micro-types that channel and display affiliation, identity, creativity and trends remains endemic, whether we are talking about yesterday's “mean girls” or today's “haul girls.”

Stereotypes and social categories
At the informal level, audiences already have a stock of socially constructed, stereotypical categories in which to place others. If no category is available, human ingenuity will exercise its creativity with flare. Stereotypes are categories that purport to capture the essence of a person according to key features that are drawn out as important. We all use stereotypes to negotiate our daily interaction, since to do otherwise would limit our ability to function: “Stereotypes are probabilistic beliefs we use to categorize people, objects, and events. We have to have stereotypes to deal with so much information in a world with which we are often uncertain and unfamiliar” (Yueh-Ting Lee, cited by Bower, 1996). In fact, there is evidence of the use of stereotypes going back to the Elizabethan era in sixteenth-century England (Awdely, 1575).
We are taught to use stereotypes from childhood, and we build up our stock of knowledge about the world through these stereotypes. We learn much of that stereotypical imagery early, and often from peers rather than adults, although we also gain a significant portion from popular culture through the mass and social media. While evidence suggests that stereotypes have some core truths, when classifying problematic behaviors that are threatening they are typically exaggerations and contain distortion and misinformation. The informational content of the stereotypes is believed to be true by those using them but is usually seen as a gross distortion of the truth by those being classified.
The example of associating Muslims with terrorism is illustrative. Because of Islamic fundamentalist terrorist attacks targeting Western cultures, whenever someone associated with the Muslim religion harms a person in the West, the media includes “Muslim” in their news stories. In contrast, if Muslims do something heroic, it's often referred to as “the public” or some group other than Muslims. Once a group is defined as “negative” or “threatening,” it is then hard for that group to be associated with positive actions (Ahmed, 2014).
The audience works with stereotypes, attempting to fit the suspected person into the deviant category. Anyone who engages in behavior prescribed by the category is liable for inclusion. However, who is chosen for stereotyping, particularly by more formal institutions and organizations, tends to reflect those in society with less power. Like the rule creation we examined in chapter 2, stereotyping is a social process reflecting the values and interests of those in positions of power:

Whether or not the negative reactions have an impact (or become “sticky” to use a labeling term) is primarily determined by the relative power of the (potential) deviant's and the social audience. The relative power is determined by a number of factors such as the numbers in each group (deviant and reactors), the amount of wealth and income (property) of each group, the relative prestige of each group, the level of organization of each group (from individualized to subcultural to organized), and the relative quality of their discourse or claims (ability to persuade and manipulate symbols). These various sources of power interact in determining the ability of a given social group or audience to apply negative or positive labels to a type of behavior, condition, or particular group of (potential) deviants. Viewed in this light, deviant behavior is, in essence, a test of power relationships and serves as a potential threat to the power of the dominant group(s). 

(Heckert and Heckert, 2002: 468–9)


For example, in seeking to understand the process of stigmatization among HIV/AIDS sufferers, researchers have recognized that, rather than simply being a psychological process, stigmatization is a social and political process. Stigmatization and stereotyping are not just what some individuals do to others but are social processes “linked to the actions and attitudes of families, communities, and societies” (Parker and Aggleton, 2002: 10). Indeed,

stigmatization and discrimination are not isolated phenomena or the expression of individual attitudes, but are social processes used to create and maintain social control and to produce and reproduce social inequality … Stigma is something that is “produced” and used to help order society. For example, most societies achieve conformity by contrasting those who are “normal” with those who are “different” or “deviant.” Cultures, therefore, produce “difference” in order to achieve social control … Similarly, concepts of symbolic violence and hegemony highlight the role of stigmatization in establishing social order and control, and identify stigmatization as part of the social struggle for power … Stigmatization, therefore, not only helps to create difference, but also plays a key role in transforming difference based on class, gender, race, ethnicity, or sexuality into social inequality. Stigmatization is also used by dominant groups to legitimize and perpetuate inequalities, and concepts of symbolic violence and hegemony can also help us understand how it is that those who are stigmatized and discriminated against so often accept, and even internalize, the stigma to which they are subjected. This is because: the processes of symbolic violence and hegemony convince the dominated to accept existing hierarchies and allow social hierarchies to persist over generations, without generating conscious recognition from those who are dominated. In addition, these processes limit the ability of oppressed and stigmatized groups and individuals to resist the forces that discriminate against them. 

(Ibid.: 9–10)


Thus, once a person becomes subject to consideration for a deviant status, the audience, reflecting the political values of the wider social order, starts to re-evaluate or retrospectively reinterpret their past behavior to determine whether it was an instance of the stereotypical behavior. Only those features of a person's past biography that are consistent with the public deviant status are noted. In like manner, the audience begins to anticipate behaviors, ignoring those that are not designated by the stereotype and underscoring those that reaffirm it. At the same time, the audience cuts off the actor from conventional behaviors and limits the types of activities that would confirm normality.
These processes occur once a person's ideas, behavior, or attributes are seen as sufficiently different and disturbing to warrant their consideration as deserving of a deviant status. Some level of public knowledge of an actor's deviant activity is required for this to occur, since a deviant status is a socially constructed identity. However, there are clearly levels of public acknowledgment of individual deviancy that result in the deviant-making process discussed above.
At the most basic level is the process of self-labeling, first documented among alcoholics through Alcoholics Anonymous (Trice and Roman, 1970). This is “auto-suggestive,” based largely on modeling one's behavior or whole personality on that of others. The way a person whose deviance was previously secret becomes subject to the deviant-making process is by that individual sharing and observing publicly available stereotypes of deviants – and then by classifying themselves as such a person in conversations with themselves.
Acting as both labeler and labeled, the person may begin to restrict their own normal interaction to the company of those sharing the same attributes or behavior (e.g. fellow recovering alcoholics). Subsequent labeling by others may follow, but the major impetus for this is the public existence of such a label, which begins by learning negative beliefs about certain kinds of deviance and escalates through secrecy and concealment once official labeling begins. Interestingly, some adolescents may not want to conceal their deviance, as we've seen earlier, but instead seek to broadcast it. This is particularly true where the behavior in question has positive value among peers, even though – or even because – it has negative value among adults. At a second level, public knowledge of the deviant activity may go beyond the group of fellow deviants to a nearby group who may begin an informal labeling process. These groups may include parents, peers, and teachers, who can begin an unofficial labeling process (Matsueda, 1992) and, because “the self is a reflection of appraisals made by significant others,” such informal negative labeling “would influence future delinquency through the role-taking process” (Matsueda, 2001: 235). Role-taking includes “learned definitions of delinquency, anticipated reactions to delinquency, and delinquent peers,” which can move the role taker either in “a conventional direction (e.g. when taking the role of conventional groups) or a criminal direction (e.g., when taking the role of criminal groups)” (Heimer and Matsueda, 1994, cited ibid.). Informal labeling starts earlier than formal labeling and may continue in parallel with it.

The theory of office
Beyond this informal labeling, the deviancy-conferring process starts to become more institutionalized. Labeling of deviant behavior and stereotyping of persons as deviant can occur in secret or in public. Secret labeling occurs in any organized setting and is explained by “the theory of office” (Drass and Spencer, 1987). One example of this was discussed in chapter 1: when restaurant staff classified customers as normal (“tippers”) or deviant (“stiffers”), and treated them accordingly, with self-fulfilling outcomes. Consider the revelations of these waitstaff:

The degree of personal satisfaction we get comes, in large part, from how we can “play” the customers, despite the restaurant rules … Lauren works the system of stereotypes to increase both her tips and the feeling of having done a good job. She looks at customers' physical appearance and partly at their dress in order to classify them. She feels if someone is dressed well and presents him or herself accordingly, then they'll have too much pride not to tip. “I also look at how receptive they are, their smile, their body language. Eye contact is important too … It shows that you're paying attention.” … Jessica agreed that dress was important … the manner of dress showed whether a person cared enough about themselves to spend money. Speech distinguished those who had been educated from those who had not. She said ethnicity and social upbringing told her whether a person would know what a tip was … Tanya thinks that stereotyping and the resulting exclusion of those who are unable to speak and to represent themselves is necessary and justified: “I realize I am judging people but that is just so that I can find an effective way of dealing with them. After all, I wait on hundreds of people. You have to label them somehow or you'll go crazy” … Tanya goes out of her way to avoid those guests who appear to be overly curious and demanding and prefers men to women: “men are more easy-going because they are in the restaurant to enjoy themselves; women are pickier because they are used to serving their husbands and expect the same from you as they expect from their family.” 

(Miller, 1999: 48–9; emphasis added)


The theory of office, then, refers to the way workers in institutions and organizations develop a rationale to fulfill their work task.
Members of any organization dealing with the public and serving them as customers or clients can classify the behavior of those with whom they deal or serve. Most service workers have shared stereotypes of those that they serve, and these often involve both normal and deviant types. By classifying customers or clients, workers can bring order to an otherwise anonymous mass of the public. However, it is very rare that these organizationally developed stereotypes are shared with the people who are being labeled. People will be treated differently by such workers but will rarely know it because the workers keep up “a front.” Erving Goffman's (1959) distinction between “front stage” and “back stage” is useful here, since the stereotyping by workers of their customers or clients goes on almost wholly in the “back stage.”
Importantly, agencies whose institutional responsibility is to deal with populations of deviants – such as mental patients or delinquents – also operate by classifying their clients into “normal” deviants and “deviant” deviants:

the order created is not intended to enhance treatment or rehabilitation, but is designated to solve organizational problems, promote a smooth and efficient operation and protect the agency from criticism … The theory of office provides “recipes for action” that serve to routinize tasks. Included are typifications or standardized categories based on selected characteristics by which clients are classified … for routine handling and ease of processing. 

(Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 132–3)


Knowing and implementing the routines includes classifying patients, clients, arrestees, etc., according to the shared meaning among the professionals or practitioners, a process that normalizes their behavior. Normal deviants are treated professionally, whereas deviant or more extreme deviants are given special treatment. Workers in institutions charged with managing those who have been publicly designated as deviant apply their own informal and unofficial layering of deviant types to provide routine ways to handle this potentially more threatening group. As the ethnomethodologist David Sudnow (1965) says, these agency officials generate a range of social types, from “normal deviants” to “deviant deviants”. At each stage of the public processing of persons suspected of deviance, we have this two-tier process of typing in operation: (1) labeling by agency workers and (2) labeling by the whole community. In effect, they have been classified as a deviant twice: first by society and then by the agency workers in the bureaucracy.
A third level in the process of conferring deviant statuses occurs publicly, through institutions and organizations specifically designated for that purpose – principally, law-enforcement agencies, the courts, and psychiatric screening boards. In the social construction of deviants, the courts process clients with the express purpose of deciding whether they have committed a certain type of deviant activity and, further, whether a public, societal level of labeling is warranted. The ethnomethodologist Harold Garfinkel (1956) has described such public rituals, designed to significantly transform a person's identity into a lower moral status, as “status degradation ceremonies.” During these processes, which typically take place in formal settings such as a court, a person's old identity is removed and a new one is conferred as the individual undergoes a “status passage” or transition to their new identity. Indeed, the key issue is often not so much guilt or innocence as whether someone is the type of person capable of the behavior in question. The defense or advocate presents the person as favorable and normal, while the prosecution or accusers define the act as one typical of the kind committed by a certain type of deviant and present a case that the person in question has just such a biography.
A fourth level of public labeling occurs with sentencing to confinement in a place such as a detention center, training school, special hospital, prison, etc., designed specifically for containing such persons. The most extreme versions of these are what Erving Goffman (1961) described as the “total institution.” These are places requiring the complete subordination of the person, now labeled as deviant, segregating them physically and morally from non-deviants. In total institutions, all aspects of the client's former identity are removed, such as personal belongings and clothing, and they are issued with uniform clothing and numbers rather than names. This results in a “mortification of the self” which creates a “spoiled identity.” Here, the agency workers' labeling and typing process is given legitimation because of the wider labeling process. As a result, the agency workers have little difficulty in revealing their labels and inflicting them upon those already publicly confirmed as deviants. The convergence of public and private deviant designations is the most powerful of audience statements about a person's moral identity.
In his classic research into the practices of in-patient psychiatric hospitals, entitled “Being sane in insane places,” the psychologist David Rosenhan ([1973] 1995) sent eight people who had never had a diagnosis of mental disorder into twelve different mental hospitals on the east and west coasts of the United States. Their charge was to go to the mental hospital intake assessment area complaining of hearing voices. They were told to state that they were not currently hearing voices and, if asked by the intake psychiatrists to describe what the voices sounded like and what they said, were to say they were muffled and unclear but sounded “empty,” “hollow,” and made a “thud,” and that the voices were of the same sex as the pseudo-patient. Other than this, all the information they gave to staff was the truth about who they were and what they did. Among these “pseudo-patients” were three psychologists, a psychiatrist, a student, a housewife, a painter, and a pediatrician, each with normal lives. Three were women and five were men. They were given pseudonyms, and those in mental health chose another occupation. If admitted to the hospital, they were charged with observing and noting the way the staff treated the patients. Also, they were not to reveal their true purpose or the purpose of the research they were conducting but were to act normally as sane individuals, to cease simulating any symptoms of abnormality, and to see how long and by what processes they were released. Only the hospital's chief administrator and chief psychologist knew the truth about what was occurring. If prescribed drug treatments, they were not to take the drugs.
To their surprise, the pseudo-patients had no difficulty being admitted, with a typical diagnosis as being psychotic, possibly suffering from schizophrenia. Expecting to be released within a day or two when the hospital would find they were sane, the pseudo-patients were shocked to find that they were committed from seven to fifty-two days, with an average stay of nineteen days! Moreover, once admitted they were treated like the other patients by the staff, which meant they were ignored as people, since they were now classified as mentally ill. At first, the pseudo-patients tried to conceal their note-taking for fear that it would reveal their true purpose, or at least cause questions to be asked. But they eventually realized that it didn't matter, since everything they did was symptomatic of their newly designated status of “mental patient,” “psychotic,” or “schizophrenic.” The staff reading of their behavior resulted in its being classified as symptomatic and translated into clinical jargon. The taking of notes, for example, was described in the clinical notes as “compulsive note taking.” Patients who were lined up early waiting for their lunch or dinner were not seen as hungry or as anticipating the highlight of their otherwise boring and tedious day. One psychiatrist talking to a group of young residents “indicated that such behavior was characteristic of the oral-acquisitive nature of the syndrome. It seemed not to occur to him that there were very few things to anticipate in a psychiatric hospital besides eating” (Rosenhan, [1973] 1995: 292).
Rosenhan says that, once given a psychiatric label, its qualities served as a framework for interpreting the meaning of the person's behavior and their life events. Consider the case of one male pseudo-patient who had a close relationship with his mother but was more remote from his father during early childhood – a pattern that reversed during adolescence, when his father became a close friend and relations with his mother grew more distant; his relationship with his wife was close and warm, except for occasional angry arguments. His children were rarely spanked except when they were exceptionally naughty or defiant. In the psychopathological translation, the case notes on this “patient” stated:

This white 39-year-old male … manifests a long history of considerable ambivalence in close relationships, which began in early childhood. A warm relationship with his mother cools during adolescence. A distant relationship with his father is described as becoming very intense. Affective stability is absent. His attempts to control emotionality with his wife and children are punctuated by angry outbursts and, in the case of children, spankings. And while he says he has several good friends, one senses considerable ambivalence embedded in those relationships also. 

(Rosenhan, [1973] 1995: 291–2)


Rosenhan says that there was nothing ambivalent described in this pseudo-patient's relations with his wife, children, and friends, yet the facts of the case were unintentionally distorted so that they fit the contemporary theory of schizophrenic reaction. The ascribed meaning of his verbalized account as “ambivalence, affective instability” was determined by the diagnostic category of schizophrenia: “An entirely different meaning would have been ascribed if it were known that the man was normal” (ibid.: 292). The psychiatric staff retrospectively reinterpreted otherwise normal behaviors as indicative of the problem expressed by the label. Ironically, the other patients in the psych ward did detect that the pseudo-patients were sane, telling them: “You're not crazy. You're a journalist or a professor [referring to the continual note-taking]. You're checking up on the hospital!” (ibid.: 290)
One of the only means of psychological survival that persons can employ in such a total institutional setting is to distance themselves from fellow deviants through employing their own stereotyping of fellow designated deviants. The result is that it is possible for a person, subject to such a setting, to be labeled by (1) fellow deviants in their struggle to survive; (2) staff in their struggle to cope; (3) the society in their attempt to contain and control; and (4) their outside reference groups to avoid contamination.

Summary and conclusions
In summary, we have seen in this chapter how informal and formal processes of classification and deviancy designation can shape and limit persons whose behavior deviates from social norms, turning them into deviants. We saw how actors deviating were transformed into deviant actors. Important was their willingness or resistance to incorporate the generalized other's definition of them as deviants and to undergo a shift from primary to secondary deviants. As such, secondary deviants become increasingly entrenched in their role. We also saw that labeling, based on stereotyping or the accentuation of certain characteristics, can start off informally and progress institutionally through ever more formal systems of classification.
In the next chapter, we'll see how those designated as deviant respond to and cope with their new status.
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Responding to Deviant Designations and Coping with Stigma


So far, we have explored the ways in which people become negative deviants through a combination of their own biographical predispositions, developmental experiences, interaction with significant others, and behavioral choices. In the last chapter, we saw how deviant labels are applied based on caricatures that magnify some aspects of their behavior deemed offensive. In this chapter, we will look at how people so labeled cope with the effects of deviant stereotypes. The example below illustrates how a student, Staci Wood, a cystic fibrosis sufferer, is subject to a status resulting from the negative meaning ascribed by the audience to her unavoidable condition. Note how this “difference” became increasingly significant over time, from being “unnoticed” to becoming “strange,” “awkward,” and even “intimidating” to her fellow students. Notice too how that made her own sense of self transform negatively and how she coped with that by actively succeeding in changing others' views of her to a positive, albeit different, status:

When I was a young girl in elementary school I was allowed to leave the room … go to the office and take five pills … I would then meet the rest of my class as they approached the lunch-room. To my peers I was lucky to be able to get out of class … to me, it was just something I had to do every day before I ate anything. I had cystic fibrosis … The kids never knew, I never cared, and my disease went rather unnoticed … In response I was treated the same as everyone else. In middle school my “difference” was given a name … it was obvious that adults had spread their “knowledge” about my condition and expressed to their children just how different I was from them. Admittedly, I was obviously different. I was far skinnier than any of the other girls. I coughed all year round … and I grew out of breath while running at PE or laughing too hard. My daily expedition to the office was now seen as strange rather than “neat.” I was hospitalized several times during these years, which brought awareness to me, and my peers, about the seriousness of this “difference” between us … I began to feel different as a result, as the kids often looked at me as awkward or intimidating … Most still tried to be nice; some didn't and wouldn't. I had friends, and continued to go to the “coolest” parties, but other than one best friend, no one attempted to come too close … During these years I realized, through the help of my peers, that I was different. I realized that not every child got up two hours before school to have therapy … and to do aerosol inhalers. I realized that not everyone took twenty pills a day and occasionally went to the hospital for weeks at a time. I realized that not everyone had another name like mine called something like cystic fibrosis.
I had been labeled as different, and had previously played into that role, believing I had no choice. But I no longer liked that role and felt a duty to step out of it … Once I made up my mind to change things, I began to look for ways to fit in. As I did this, others followed my lead. I no longer felt so different, and as a result, others no longer saw me quite as different … The summer before my freshman year I decided that I wanted to be “cool.” I wanted to be popular, pretty, and to have many, many friends. I knew that I would have to change people's perspective of me. I got in shape and tried out for the high school cheerleading squad with my friend from middle school. It was tough, especially for me, but we made it. I continued to cheer all four years, winning awards and even becoming captain. I went to most of the dances our school held, as I was also involved with all five sororities … I dated seriously, took trips with friends, and tried my hardest to be like everyone else, or better. I was still hospitalized numerous times and I continued to take pills every day, but my perception of myself threw a curve into everyone's perception of me.
I often got tired of the acting; even though I told myself it was positive thinking. Some people still looked at me strangely, asking … “Aren't you going to die before you turn eighteen? My mom told me you were.” Most people though saw my desire to fit in and complied … I cheered. I partied. I dated, but I also took pills in secrecy, and coughed in the bathroom or behind muffled hands. My label was wearing off. I was Staci and I did certain things because that's just who I was … For the most part I escaped their label, refused to accept their negative reactions, and went on to make a new person of myself …
A few years after high school I underwent a lung transplant to “cure” my CF … Today, I am “Staci, the girl with the transplant who is doing so well.” It's two different lives, two different perspectives, and two different reactions from those who knew me before and those who know me now … I am still associated with that other (different) person I once was, but have succeeded in putting it in the past … Sometimes I miss that other person. I kind of see her as my little sister, someone to look out for and protect … Sometimes it's hard to be different, and difficult to escape the labels that are so quickly placed on you. Once seen as different it seems that you are always different – even if just a little bit … My condition was ascribed to me; my recovery was achieved by me. Unlike most deviants I was able to significantly succeed in rejecting my labeled identity given by the social reactions to my disease. Thanks to a positive attitude and a transplant “cure” I was able to change my deviant identity. 

(Wood, 1999: 137–41)


In this chapter, then, we look at how those who are labeled “deviant” cope, react, or otherwise respond to being so labeled. We examine the way people deal with the stigma associated with the negative label and with the stress accompanying that stigma. As Goffman (1963) noted, stigma designation constitutes a “spoiled identity” in the eyes of society, marking its bearer as less valuable, less complete, and less normal. A stigmatized person has been described as “a person whose social identity, or membership in some category, calls into question his or her full humanity – the person is devalued, spoiled, or flawed in the eyes of others” (Crocker et al., 1998: 504). As a result, stigma is the basis for experiencing shame, stress, and loss of self-esteem.
A person's response to being publicly stereotyped with a negative deviant status can range from complete acceptance to complete rejection and all variations in between. In the example above, Staci went through a changing process over her life course, from her initial unwitting oblivion, to reluctant acceptance, to ultimate rejection as she successfully fought to establish herself as “the same” as everyone else. In the process she changed her peers' negative perception of her identity. Social psychologists who equate stigma with stress see the same coping mechanisms at play for both:

One widely used coping inventory … identified 13 different ways people say they cope with events they appraise as stressful, including avoidance, denial, mental disengagement, behavioral disengagement, acceptance, positive reframing, venting negative emotions, seeking emotional support, seeking instrumental social support, religious coping, suppressing activities, active coping and planful coping. We assume that the responses of stigmatized persons to prejudice and discrimination are similar to the types of coping strategies people use in attempting to manage other types of stressful life events. 

(Miller and Major, 2000: 250)


Moreover, these researchers argue that the combination of effective coping strategies will vary depending on the person, their goals, and their situation, including whether they have control over the source of the stigma creating their stress. People can strive harder to transcend the expectations associated with their stigma and become super-achievers, thereby individually solving their problem, as we can see in Staci's case. Alternatively, where they feel unable to change the way others perceive them, they may resort to coping emotionally with the consequences of others' reactions (ibid.: 250–1). As we saw in the previous chapter in the case of self-labeling, it is not even necessary to undergo the first stage of a stigmatization process, let alone every stage of public degradation, before a complete acceptance of the deviant identity occurs and before stigma coping strategies kick in. Conversely, a person might go through the whole private and public labeling and degradation process without capitulating to the label and its accompanying stigma:

Rather than assuming that the experience of being stigmatized inevitably results in deep seated, negative and even pathological consequences for the personality of the stigmatized individual … people who are stigmatized experience a set of psychological predicaments, which they cope with using the same coping strategies as those used by the nonstigmatized people when they are confronted with psychological challenges such as threats to self-esteem … As a consequence, there is considerable variation within stigmatized groups, just as there is within nonstigmatized groups … Current views … consider the processes of stigma to be highly situationally specific, dynamic, complex and nonpathological. 

(Dovidio et al., 2000: 2)


For these reasons it is very difficult to empirically establish the contribution that audience labeling makes to the extent that the stigmatized person accepts a deviant status, as is testified by years of debate and conflicting evidence on this issue. Thus, in considering deviant outcomes, it is necessary to suspend judgment about what caused the level of acceptance of a label and its associated stigma and to look instead at actors' various responses to being labeled.

Coping with deviant labels and stigma
As indicated earlier, Goffman (1963) made an important distinction between the “discreditable,” whose negative deviance and/or stigmatized behavior or conditions are not publicly known, and the “discredited,” where they are known or are unavoidable. The discreditable, also known as “secret deviants,” would become discredited if their deviant identities were publicly known. If they are aware of their potential deviant designation, the discreditable can become very concerned with information management or with “passing” among “normals” or “straights,” so that their deviant behavior maintains its secrecy. In public, the discreditable attempt to pass as normal by avoiding symbols that give away their condition. They are engaged in cueing misinformation and adopting public lifestyles that mislead or that lead one to construe an alternative impression. Clearly, devices and techniques of information management can be used by the discreditable, irrespective of whether they want to change their own identity or whether they want to continue the deviant behavior, appearance, or condition.
In the case of the discredited, the concern is centered on managing the effects of having a spoiled identity. This involves attempting to minimize the stigma effects until the behaviors or attributes are transformed. The aim is to maintain a positive self-image. This has been described as a process of “normalization” or “deviance disavowal,” in which the stigmatized acknowledge their devalued status but try to present a positive image of who they are. This may be achieved through de-stigmatization, in which the old stigmatized self is replaced by a new, normal identity. It can be achieved by deliberate efforts to fit in, by super-moral action, voluntary work, or altruism. Staci, in the opening example, employed these strategies to establish her new, non-stigmatized identity. The person is, in effect, building up new moral credit. A positive self-image may also be achieved by transcendence, in which the stigmatized achieve extraordinary success in a field of human endeavor. This is especially true for millennials. Looking for a place when finding jobs is difficult, and there are ever-growing distinctions between the “cool” kids and the outcasts. Online, those who might otherwise be without a place for expression can become an Internet celebrity, regardless of their status in their personal life. Thus, deviant behavior is increasingly replaced by new non-deviant behavior, which gives rise to a new “master status” that drowns out the original stigmatized one. Here, the person attempts to minimize the old deviant identity by pointing out that they are changing, that they have many more dimensions to their life than those indicated by their past deviance, and that everyone has potentially stigmatizing problems.
Importantly, some deviants can, through their life course, move from discreditable, through discredited, and finally emerge as recovered, as we saw in Staci Wood's example above. She began as a non-stigmatized, unaware deviant whose behavior was not seen as significantly different; she became evidently different, saw herself as different, and was discredited as a result. But she rejected that negative label and its accompanying stigma by investing heavily in acting and being normal. Importantly, this “deviance disavowal” involved a combination of both real accomplishment in normal valued activities and some concealment of symptoms of her stigmatized status. Ultimately, she not only changed her socially stigmatized status but also removed the physical cause of her stigma through surgery. She left most of her stigmatized identity in the past, though she retains an appreciation for its significant meaning. Importantly, then, recovering discredited deviants still need to act as discreditable deviants to optimize the transformation of their stigmatized identity.

Discreditable deviance and the management of secrecy and stress
Controlling the information that reveals one's potentially stigmatized status is a major challenge for the discreditable deviant: “to display or not to display, to tell or not to tell, to let on or not to let on, to lie or not to lie; and in each case to whom, how, when and where” (Goffman, 1963: 42). One of the principal techniques is information diversion or deflection. This is an attempt, by the deviant actor, to deflect attention from revealing the act or condition in question onto some other issue to put it in a broader context that dilutes its intensity, or to substitute a less stigmatized attribute for the more stigmatized one. In each case of these “spin strategies,” the objective is to change the meaning constructed of the situation. For example, some of the voluntary childless have been found to substitute the inability to have children for their decision not to have them, since the latter is more manageable: “The less stigmatized status of involuntary childless is presented to deflect the criticism that the voluntary childless status elicits and to end the conversation” (Park, 2006: 310). The displacement of one form of stigma by a lesser one is called “covering” (Goffman, 1963: 102–4).
The actor can also accomplish information management by putting on a performance to “pass” as a member of the accepted group. Faking or exaggerating one's positive values to the group that is questioning the behavior is one way of accomplishing information diversion through performance. High-school males who fear that they are not going to fit into the dominant jock subculture may fake becoming more masculine than they are, or want to be, thus adding to the inflated image of the dominant group. As a result of such definitions of acceptability or unacceptability, and because of the fear of violent consequences for failing to conform, some boys in schools hide who they are:

The boy who is good at sport, who is competent in the “right” kinds of work, and who can demonstrate his power over girls/women and other boys/men is the one who is likely to achieve recognition from his peers … However, these “achievements” do not come easily for most boys … The desire for manly successes, and consequent social respect, is also complemented by a fear of being one of the subordinated boys/men who provide a means by which other boys can assert their manliness … It is the possibility of attracting such attention that works to keep boys “in line” and to produce a silence among boys about issues of gender and violence. In order not to attract such attention, boys have to distance themselves from any actions that may bring their masculine status into question. This often means that many idealized “manly” values are over-emphasized by those boys who have the potential or desire to achieve hegemonic masculine status and those who wish to avoid being the recipient of violence. Weaknesses have to be covered over, alignments with girls and subordinated boys need to be kept at a minimum and a commitment to hegemonic attributes needs to be demonstrated at available opportunities. Fear therefore plays a major role in maintaining the gender order from inside challenges. This fear helps to perpetuate the normalization of violence as a masculine attribute. 

(Mills, 2001: 48–9)


Concealing one's self-identity in these ways or being able to “pass” as normal by concealing one's stigmatized behavior or appearance can create its own problems. Examples are the actor's own belief that they are “a fraud,” the inability to genuinely and openly connect with others in intimate ways, and the constant tension that the act of concealment produces. Indeed, “concealing a stigma leads to an inner turmoil that is remarkable for its intensity and its capacity for absorbing an individual's mental life” (Smart and Wegner, 2000: 221). Those who conceal their gay status from the straight world have demonstrated this in their expressions of relief in “coming out.” The Olympic diver Greg Louganis, who was both gay and tested HIV positive, expressed this concern. Prompted by a diving accident in the Seoul Olympics in which he hit his head on a board, Louganis was horrified at what his secret condition might do to others who were ignorant of it: “As he bled into the water and as doctors came to his aid, Louganis was overwhelmed with terror – not so much by his being hurt or by possibly losing his position in the competition, but instead by the fact that he was perhaps jeopardizing the lives of everyone who was coming in contact with his blood” (ibid.). He later explained:

I also want to set the record straight about who I am, because my secrets have become overwhelming. I want to start living my life the way normal people do, without having to watch every word, without having to remember what I've shared with whom. I want never again to feel compelled to hide out in my house in the California Hills, avoiding situations in which I have to edit what I say and lie about my life. 

(Cited ibid.)


Evidence suggests that, “as stigmatized people try to maintain secrecy about their stigmas, they become obsessively preoccupied with thoughts of their stigmas” (Smart and Wegner, 2000: 221–2). Part of their challenge and struggle is to deal with their suppressed negative feelings. This can produce a “private hell,” as has been demonstrated in studies of women with eating disorders who attempt to conceal their anorexia or bulimia (ibid.: 229–33). Similarly, studies of people with HIV/AIDS who try to conceal this information have shown the extent of emotional strain that is suffered: “As one man said ‘I want to tell. I'm not used to hiding everything from everybody … I'm basically an honest person and I don't like to lie' … A 33-year-old salesperson … said: ‘I was at my desk and three secretaries telling AIDS jokes were standing right behind me. It cut and it hurt. I grit my teeth and said nothing'” (Weitz, 1993: 232).
These inner struggles clearly affect interaction with non-stigmatized others, as they present further challenges that also need to be managed: “Conditions of ordinary social interaction that ‘normals' take for granted often must be given considerable attention by those seeking to conceal their stigmatized conditions or behaviors” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 195). For example, genital herpes sufferers have reported that normal interaction produces several situations, particularly when dating, which trigger the topic and result in their investment of energy to conceal the problem: “It was a conscious effort to be the same old Thomas and to act the same way. And so I felt like I was just harboring a secret that no one was gonna get out of me” (Lee and Craft, 2006: 296). Another herpes sufferer said that she gets propositioned to dance at weddings: “I think about it then. I think like: If you only knew you wouldn't be asking me to dance” (ibid.). Indeed, “Having a concealable stigma may affect the types of social relationships in which stigmatized people choose to become involved; for example, they may opt for shallow relationships in which hiding is relatively easy … while people with concealable stigmas may appear at ease in an interaction, they experience deep cognitive activation of their stigmas” (Smart and Wegner, 2000: 235–6). Genital herpes sufferers report: “I go out of my way to avoid … dating-type situations.” However, “through concealing the disease and withdrawing from relationships, the person with genital herpes protects himself or herself from losing affiliation with others” (Lee and Craft, 2006: 297). Thus, by curtailing some interactional situations, the secret deviant can maintain others, depending upon the nature of their stigmatizing condition.
Another way in which this is managed is to divide oneself into two people by leading a double life – one “in which severe restrictions are placed on one's choice of associates and friends … to resolve the tensions and anxieties that accompany unrestricted intermingling” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 194). Research suggests there are three ways in which the inner tension can be managed or forgotten for those with concealable stigmas: (1) automatic conscious mental control; (2) situation management through avoiding situations that force faking, and aligning instead with those who share the stigmatizing condition; and (3) redefining the stigma as not part of their present selves but as part of their former selves (Smart and Wegner, 2000: 238–9).
Rose Weitz (1993: 232) showed that successful management also requires the deviant to anticipate how others may react and to “learn when to tell.” Indeed, the issue of when to tell or reveal the secret has been a constant theme for the discreditable deviant. Cystic fibrosis sufferer Staci describes how initially she was engaged in “selective concealment,” deciding who was “worthy” to tell: “I knew, especially while younger, that some kids would make fun, while others would accept me as one of them. It was often hard to decipher between the two” (Wood, 1999: 141). She also found it helpful to use “therapeutic disclosure,” whereby she would talk to doctors, relatives, and friends, “allowing me the freedom to be myself, cough hard, or perhaps grow out of breath” (ibid.).
Concealment may require the assistance of knowing others, such as doctors, family members, and trusted friends, in a conspiracy of silence: “In such cases people tacitly agree to preserve the fiction that there is nothing different or unusual about the deviant or his or her actions” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 196). For example, in the case of people with HIV/AIDS, doctors could achieve this concealment on behalf of their patients by manipulating the diagnosis (Weitz, 1993: 230). Cystic fibrosis sufferer Staci employed “preventative disclosure” to “warn teachers, very close friends, PE coaches and neighbors of my illness in case I needed to leave class to get water, wanted to have friends spend the night or if I had to unexpectedly go to the hospital” (Wood, 1999: 141). This would enable her friends to cover for her in advance, so that others would remain unaware.
Although “counterfeit secrecy” can reinforce the idea of one's unacceptability, promote self-alienation, and “serve as the basis for erecting barriers between self and others from whom one might conceivably obtain emotional support” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 197), others have found that revealing the secret can have several positive outcomes. In their study of genital herpes sufferers, Lee and Craft found that there were several reasons why the discreditable allowed themselves to become discredited. They say that genital herpes respondents “tell because: (1) others are predisposed to accept them, (2) telling is demanded by the relationship's character, (3) the secret is getting in the way of a valued relationship.” Additionally, “our findings move us beyond our expectation, demonstrating that threats of losing relationships because of secrecy and withdrawal may also prompt revelations to save relationships” (Lee and Craft, 2006: 298). Importantly, these researchers found that there is also a self-identity component, such that “respondents reveal a desire to tell others so that having genital herpes does not change who they are; their previous selves are not lost to the disease when they find people who accept them,” and this “fulfills their need for self-verification” (ibid.). They conclude:

Effective stigma management is a social process. Those coping better with genital herpes are the ones who can tell others about suffering disapproval. Finding support within existing social networks, or creating support in new networks, seems key to overcoming adverse effects of stigmatization. Persons without opportunities for acceptance risk damaging personal consequences or dramatically changed social lives. 

(Ibid.: 302)



Discredited deviance and the management of self, situations, and others
As stated at the outset of this chapter, there are several responses to the force of negative labeling resulting from stereotypes. In the case of visible stigmas, some of the same coping mechanisms of avoidance that are used by the discreditable may come into play. As we saw in Staci's opening example, to preserve their own self-identity, those engaging in deviant behavior or displaying deviant attributes may not readily agree with the view that one aspect of their life determines their whole social and moral identity – especially if that identity is judged to be inferior. Many designated deviants do not even entertain the thought that their activity is deviant, despite others' statements to the contrary. Those who avoid the labeling process may do so by not accepting the possibility that what they do or how they appear is wrong or morally reprehensible. In its purest form, such avoidance does not address negative evaluations; it simply ignores them. In other forms, actors acknowledge the existence of negative stereotypical labels but engage in a variety of dramaturgical skills and techniques in which they endeavor to renegotiate, excuse, and otherwise recast the meaning of their behavior in order to create a new moral identity.
One strategy to compensate for these problems is for the stigmatized to excel in areas in which the stigma would suggest their performance or ability would be limited. This may involve the exertion of extraordinary effort, refined skills, and developed assertiveness. The objective here is to show that the discredited person is “not like other people in the stigmatized group” (Miller and Major, 2000: 254). Another strategy is to challenge the audience's view that the discredited person's status or condition limits their range of possible behaviors. Staci employed just such a “normalization” technique: “I strived to be the best at everything I did, especially athletic activities. I relied on exercise to normalize myself with others of my age. I water-skied, swam and cheered, all to my fullest capabilities. I thought that these activities would blend me in with everyone else. I was correct in that assumption” (Wood, 1999: 142).
Another strategy is to remove the cause of the stigma, which Staci eventually did by having lung transplant surgery. This is similar to the way those who are morbidly obese lose weight by having bariatric surgery – and as others do through various kinds of therapy for mental disorder or substance abuse (Miller and Major, 2000: 252–3).
However, because the discredited person is not able to conceal their stigma, instead of striving to transform others' views of it, some try to appeal to the audience for special accommodation. For example, deviant actors whose behavior is in question may try to draw on their bank of moral credit, asking the immediate audience to consider overlooking their questionable behavior in the light of their past behavior. Nevertheless, this accommodation could also be lost if deviance from the group norms persists over time. This is like the neutralization technique “metaphor of the ledger,” as discussed in chapter 5. It can be used as an apologia and as part of an appeal to be given another chance, with the implication that the behavior will not happen again.
One of the classic accommodation coping techniques is the excuse. Excuses, as we saw in chapter 5, are statements in which the actor accepts that the activity is wrong but denies full responsibility for it. Excuses, which include denying responsibility by claiming either that there are larger forces with which a person must contend or that they were not themselves at the time, are attempts to repair the broken social relations resulting from the deviant activity or appearance. As we have seen, a variety of different kinds of excuse are available and may be accepted or “honored” by the audience.
Instead of excusing or apologizing for their deviant behavior and seeking the indulgence of the audience, some discredited deviants seek to solve their own emotional problems from stigma by minimizing its effect. Ironically, one way of doing this is to compare themselves with similar others in worse situations than their own. This is similar to Bandura's concept of “advantageous comparison” that was discussed in chapter 5. It is also a form of “scapegoating,” which can itself stigmatize others. Scapegoating, like advantageous comparison, produces an upward elevation of the deviant's own moral standing – in this case, not by minimizing the seriousness of his or her own deviant behavior but by minimizing the stigma. In contrast, a person with a deviant stigma may also compare themselves with advantaged similar others, which provides hope that their own situation may improve in the future (Miller and Major, 2000: 258).
An alternative response to deviant designation and its accompanying stigmatization is acceptance and self-denial. Some of those who engage in deviant behavior, and who are subject to the labeling process, accept the audience's definition but do not feel they are able to do anything about their behavior or situation. They feel isolated and alone and respond to their deviant identity by becoming depressed, losing any sense of self-worth, and “dropping out.” People responding in this way feel considerable guilt over their own bedevilment and, even though they may engage in minimal attempts to conceal their deviant identity through secrecy and information control, are unable to escape this obsession with their own transparency as a deviant. In such a situation, all the responses of others are scrutinized for any meaning indicating rejection. Even the normal responses of others are inverted and transformed into a reflection of the actor's own negative self-image. What others would take as part of the background of social life is significant to the self-denying deviant because it is awash with the very problem the person experiences.
As with the discreditable, the discredited may seek avoidance of the very situations and interactions that produce problems related to their stigma. Beyond avoidance and requests for accommodation, an alternative response to deviant designation is to reject the label and engage in individualized counter political action. Thus, rather than deny responsibility, those who see others reacting negatively to their behavior or condition may assertively reject the label and act to change it: “Discredited and discreditable, alike, may redefine their stigma as a positive attribute, resulting in pride rather than shame. In this case there is no longer a need to conceal their stigma; rather it is often flaunted” (Heitzig, 1996: 350). For example, some voluntary childless challenge the value of parenthood and claim that alternatives have greater value. They do so by challenging the taken-for-granted assumption that having kids is valuable and argue that child-rearing through other means, such as teaching, social work, foster care, or adoption, provides a great contribution to society since it is not adding to the overpopulation problem. In these situations, the voluntary childless challenge parents to justify their choice to have children or assert the social value of childlessness by providing “evidence of social nurturance, workplace productivity, public resource support, or environmental responsibility” (Park, 2006: 313). In the process, they simultaneously diminish the stigma attached to their status.
Clearly, what is resisted individually can also be resisted collectively through banding together with fellow deviants, in what Edward Sagarin (1969) described as “Odd Man In.” We will examine this in more detail in the next chapter. Before doing so, it is important to qualify this discussion about the effects of stigma and people's response to it by considering the case of stigma attaching to positive deviants.

Stigma and positive deviance
As we made clear in chapter 4, much of the sociological literature on deviant designations assumes that the experience of being labeled is negative. Those negatively labeled are responding to, and coping with, the stigma or “spoiled identity” caused by their categorization. However, while this is a significant part of the deviance process, it doesn't capture the whole story. In the special case of “positive deviance,” coping with negative stigma is not an issue. At least, it is not an issue for those who follow and support conventional behavior and society's norms. For an employer, a rate-busting employee, referred to in positive deviance terms as “deviant conformity” (Chananie-Hill et al., 2012), is celebrated for increasing productivity and serving as an example to other employees about what can be achieved. To the other employees, the rate-buster, through following company norms, may be undermining the informal work performance norms established by those whose work rate may be more moderate, and more measured. To the fellow employees, the rate-busting employee – especially if that behavior persists – is likely to be seen as a negative deviant and will likely be subject to various forms of informal social control, and even “punishments,” as his or her colleagues may want to make the rate-buster's life difficult. The rate-buster will typically curb their behavior or leave the company. The informal social control mechanisms may include withdrawal of cooperation, social exclusion, sarcasm, and ridicule, as well as “name-calling” or stereotypical labeling. Consider the case of students who achieve high academic performance: “The labels used by the student subculture regarding high academic achievers (e.g. ‘egg heads,' ‘rate busters,' ‘book worms,' ‘throats,' ‘drags') … indicate that subculture members see them negatively as a threat: as those who study all the time; as those who make extra work for others; as those who put others in a “bad light” (Dodge, 1990: 85). Today they may be called “geeks,” “nerds,” and, yes, still “bookworms.” Therefore, just because a person conforms to the accepted societal, communal, or organizational norms, if they do so to an extreme, they will be defined like any other deviant: as negative deviants by their peers.
However, the more interesting question is whether stigma attaches to the positive deviant from those who are favorable to the behavior. In other words, how does stigma appear in “compliant conformity to social norms”? As indicated in chapter 4, this is a case of “positive stigma.” For example, the rate-buster is still seen as different, but exceptional. Their behavior is still accentuated and caricatured such that they are seen as all about what they excel in. They are denied a normal life, with the normal range of experiences, including being normally deviant. Successful professional tennis players, who are characterized in the mass media and on social media as being the best in their field, who were launched on a tennis career by their parents from the age of five or even three, struggle to be seen as normal kids, teens, or adults. Tennis dominates. They are seen as exceptional performers of their craft. The stereotypical label, like labeling generally, amplifies their positive deviance, leading them to commit more, and to become better (as in more positively deviant). They may be star athletes, gifted children – even top university honors students. While this might seem admirable to the rest of society, to the positive deviant by exception, or to the extreme positive deviant, it can be lonely, restricting, and difficult to cope with. This is especially likely if their positive deviance starts young or when the pressure of the sport limits their developmental process, as explained by the sports psychologist Tom Ferraro: “Shame and embarrassment are constant threats in sports … Success or winning in an athlete can induce a feeling of separation from the family, the opponent or the crowd and this can produce considerable anxiety and shame … Separation anxiety induced by winning or the threat of winning is exceedingly common” (Ferraro, 1999).
Another reason stigma may emerge is because of the embarrassment of success, as indicated by the successful, award-winning author Akhil Sharma, who described the guilt he feels the more he is successful relative to others who are not so successful:

success makes me feel guilty … I had begun to feel guilty when I spoke at the podium. The more I talked, the more shame I felt. Because my brother's brain damage has prevented him from living a full life, whenever something good happens to me, I feel shame. It's as if I have received too much luck. All that evening I felt shame. 

(Sharma, 2015)


A similar account is given by Ferraro (1999):

Some athletes carry a dread of winning because it means that they are superior to others. Superiority, for some, means greed and selfishness. We all see this amply displayed by some professional athletes. The dread of success is especially felt in female athletes, some of whom are raised to think aggression is not nice. For many children raised religiously winning implies selfish striving which is considered sinful. Occasionally a child raised in the lower class who later becomes a star with great fame and wealth has a sense of dread that they are leaving their families behind.


Finally, a related consideration is the variability of others' reactions to stigma. While there is a collective negative reaction to persons so designated, this is not the sum of others' reactions. Indeed, some persons provide support, others might be intrigued, and yet others think the behavior or condition shows a positive, if socially misunderstood, strength. This was shown in a study of female bodybuilders (Chananie-Hill et al., 2012). As with the meaning of labeling, so with the meaning of stigma: it can be highly dependent on situation and context (Dovidio et al., 2000: 2–3).

Summary and conclusions
In this chapter we have seen both the variety of ways in which people are designated with a deviant identity and how they cope with the stigma attached to such deviant designation. We distinguished between discreditable and discredited deviance and explored a variety of strategies used by those labeled deviant to conceal, or reverse, the negative effect of the resulting stigma.
In the next chapter, we will see how people designated deviant join with others for both mutual support and collective resistance.
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This article examines the psychological effects of being labeled and negatively stigmatized via processes of discrimination, self-fulfilling prophesy, and self-labeling, which affect a person's social identity. It develops an identity threat model of stigma in which situational cues, collective representations, and beliefs and motives shape a person's perception of the significance of stigma-relevant situations. The authors argue that “Identity threat results when stigma-relevant stressors are appraised as potentially harmful to one's social identity and as exceeding one's coping resources.” Involuntary responses to and coping with stigma-related stress affect self-esteem, academic achievement, and health. Overall, the article shows the value of understanding the effects of stress on well-being, the differential effects across groups, and how better to cope with it through research on stigma resilience.
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Miller and Kaiser conceive of stigma as a major stressor and examine the individual emotional, cognitive, biological, and behavioral causes of stigma-related stress and the responses used by those with devalued status to cope with them. They draw on existing literature and research to discuss adaptations to such stigma-related stress.
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Becoming Normal: The Politics of Stigma


In the previous chapter we examined the many ways in which individuals cope with the tension and anxiety stemming from their negative experience of being labeled as something less than normal. They may feel that, if their behavior or condition were revealed, negative experiences would follow. We have seen that some of those designated as deviant cope through a variety of techniques designed to manage information and impressions of themselves. Through these processes, they can achieve a significant and often dramatic recasting of the meaning that others hold regarding them. However, for others, individual coping responses may be inadequate or too daunting. In some cases, responses may seem too accommodating to the society – or its subgroups – that created the stigmatizing categories in the first place. Thus, rather than struggle to “fit in,” some of those labeled as social deviants join with their fellow discredited peers to resist. They do so either informally or in a variety of self-help, mutual-aid, or advocacy groups. These groups of fellow deviants provide a shared sense of relief, a redefinition of the problem, and a series of activities designed to transform their situation through political and activist campaigns.
Resistance to stigma can involve engagement in public “stigma contests.” These are political struggles or campaigns to redefine the meaning or the lifestyle of those labeled negatively (Schur, 1980). Those joining or founding these organizations of fellow deviants do so for a variety of reasons, and the organizations themselves have a variety of objectives. Some are dedicated only to providing collective support for their members; others believe they are entitled to challenge that which is considered normal and to engage in the political struggle over what counts as deviance and what should be done about it. These are deviants who engage in politically organized activity to publicly change the views of the rest of society, so that those who are influential in defining behavior will come to accept what they do. In this chapter, we will briefly explore the politics of redefining deviance from the perspective of the stigmatized. We will look at the ways in which groups of people sharing similar problems support members and at the ways they challenge society and public policy.

Mutual aid for moral problems
We saw earlier that deviants may join with others in groups, gangs, or other organizations to further their own deviant activities: “Typically their members, who are recruited from individuals rejected by society, are rarely concerned with the problematic nature of their stigmatized status but with developing, reaffirming and enlivening their deviant practices” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 210). In such groups, deviants can conceal their activities from public scrutiny, protect their members from discovery, share knowledge and skills, earn prestige and honor, and operate without confronting censure or sanction. As we saw in the previous chapter, the more deviant they are in their groups, the more likely they are to be celebrated for their “positive” deviance, at least from the perspective of the group (although this depends upon the nature of their deviance, since some will be deviant both to the society and to the deviant group and be excluded and sanctioned by both, which we might refer to as “double negative deviance”). In such a context, deviants have little need to manage images or to “pass” in the wider society, although, ironically, they may have to exaggerate their own “badness” in order to stay strong in the group (Topalli, 2005); fundamentally, such groups do not care what society thinks about what they do.
As we have seen in the previous chapter, support for labeled deviants can come from family and friends who offer encouragement and sanctuary for sharing problems. Support can also come from family and friends who are genuine admirers. This is an example of pro-normative positive deviance. In addition, support can come from outside admirers, illustrating the concept of “deviance admiration.” This is “underconformity or nonconformity [to social norms] that is positively evaluated” (Heckert and Heckert 2002: 451). Each dimension of this range of support is demonstrated in a study of the often negatively stigmatized female bodybuilder:

In short, friends, family, and significant others often expressed encouragement, delight, or envy regarding the bodybuilder's changing physique, especially in the early phases of participation … Additionally, builders whose families were into physical fitness and sport were most likely to express continuous approval, even if they were not part of the bodybuilding subculture themselves … Participants reported that it was not uncommon for family members, friends, or romantic partners to join interviewees in diet or exercise routines in order to be more supportive or because observing the changes in the bodybuilder motivated them to lose weight or become more physically fit … some audiences, such as fellow bodybuilders and bodybuilding fans, clearly admire visible, well-developed muscle on female physiques … others who developed their musculature, including but not limited to bodybuilders, tended to be most supportive of or perhaps least threatened by muscular women. 

(Chananie-Hill et al., 2012: 821, 823–4)


This chapter pertains more to groups and organizations formed by deviants in order to support fellow deviants, who are explicitly concerned with what society thinks about them and about their problems. They want to provide support to fellow problem sufferers by providing coping skills and expert knowledge, and/or they are interested in changing the views society holds of them and people like them. In joining such groups, those subject to stigma seek “either (1) to conform to the norms of society, or (2) to change those norms to include the acceptance of his [or her] own behavior. In the first instance, the person renounces deviant behavior, in the second he [or she] changes … the rule making order” (Sagarin, 1969: 21).
These groups are variously described as self-help or mutual-aid groups and are of two types. “Inner-focused groups” are oriented to service provision for their members, whereas “outer-focused groups,” through public campaigns, are oriented to changing the public definition of their members' behavior or condition from “deviant” to “different.” While these are extremes, most self-help or mutual-aid groups combine both inner- and outer-focused activities, albeit with an emphasis towards one end or other of the continuum. For example, even the organization dedicated to reforming marijuana laws, NORML (the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws), provides members with helpful services, including legal support.
The second half of the twentieth century saw a phenomenal growth in self-help and mutual-aid groups for people with a whole variety of modern problems, and particularly problems in which stigma is attached to the persons performing the behavior or exhibiting the condition. There were groups for people with alcoholism, drug abuse, mental disorder, obesity, anorexia, bulimia, childlessness, homosexuality, sexually transmitted disease, cancer, disabilities, and many, many more (Brown, 1988). In 1976 Katz estimated there were some 500,000 different groups in the United States embracing several million members (Katz and Bender, 1976; Katz, 1981: 129); by 1988, “In North America, membership in self-help organizations has risen to an estimated 12 million to 15 million people” (Brown, 1988).
Before the Internet became widely available, traditional media, such as newspapers, often contained lists of locally based groups offering support for problem sufferers, which held regular meetings and developed member-relevant projects and activities; since the establishment of the Internet and widespread access to social media, the ability to connect and communicate with self-help groups has been vastly improved, and there are numerous self-help clearinghouses through which people can find self-help groups for their problem or issue. For example, the American Self-Help Clearinghouse is a “keyword-searchable database of over 1,000 national, international, model and online self-help support groups for addictions, bereavement, health, mental health, disabilities, abuse, parenting, caregiver concerns and other stressful life situations. Also it lists local self-help clearinghouses worldwide, research studies, information on starting face-to-face and online groups, and a registry for persons interested in starting national or international self-help groups” (New Jersey and American Self-Help Clearinghouse, 2017). Indeed, the National Self-Help Clearinghouse, founded in 1976 by the late Frank Riessman, who developed the “helper therapy principle” (the idea that those who give help to others benefit from the relationship) (Riessman, 1965), illustrates that even a clearinghouse provides services “to facilitate access to self-help groups and increase the awareness of the importance of mutual support.” Its activities are listed as follows:

Assists human service agencies to integrate self-help principles and practices into their service delivery. Conducts training activities for self-help group leaders and for professional facilitators of support groups. Provides consultation to public agencies to promote their capabilities to encourage and sustain mutual support groups. Carries out research activities, including research about the effectiveness of self-help, the character of the self-help process, and relationships with the formal care giving systems. Provides information about and referral to self-help support groups and regional self-help clearinghouses. Conducts media outreach, provides speakers, and publishes manuals, training materials, monographs and policy papers. 

(National Self-Help Clearinghouse, 2017)


Mutual-aid or self-help groups, then, are organizations formed by people with problems, for people with problems. Strictly defined, self-help groups do not make use of professionals; the problem solvers are the problem sufferers, as in the classic example of the twelve-step program of Alcoholics Anonymous. Self-help/mutual-aid organizations typically deal with two core components of a problem: (1) a difference or condition faced by their members and (2) a stigma that is associated with the behavior or condition. From the perspective of social deviance, we are particularly interested in the ways these groups act to help members cope with their stigma problems, as well as how they work to change the public understanding of such people. Part of what self-help/mutual-aid groups do is to develop a shared understanding among members about why they formed, which serves to convey important messages to their members about their overall mission.
Sociologists who sought to understand why these groups formed in the second half of the twentieth century have identified five major reasons: (1) the “growing isolation of individuals stemming from industrialization and urbanization,” leading to many feeling alienated and powerless; (2) the “growth of centralized bureaucratic government policy on a variety of social issues,” leading to depersonalization and dehumanization and the perception that people have a lack of control over their lives; (3) a desire by individuals for freedom to maintain their anonymity as deviant identities; (4) the effects of accumulated “social protests of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s over civil rights, women's issues, and the Vietnam War … which showed that it was possible to challenge authority with impunity, and that to do so successfully one must organize, engage in civil disobedience, and press for social and political change.” This served to replace beliefs in traditional institutions of the family, church, and state and laid a foundation for the postmodernist view that progress and traditional power/knowledge structures took more than they gave; and (5) “the growing awareness of the limits of science, and particularly the new helping professions,” and the acknowledgment that the professions that had replaced family and church were unable to deal with the chronic personal problems of a complex modern society, and had abandoned their pretense to do so. This led to a general skepticism about science and to a lack of trust in its efficacy (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 212–13).
Self-help and mutual-aid groups form in the context of these macro-societal trends when there is “dissatisfaction with the status quo, a perception that the existing situation is intolerable, a desire to do something about it, and the vision that this may best be achieved with like-minded others” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 215). Before a group can form, it is necessary that stigma sufferers relieve their sense of dissatisfaction by sharing their experience with fellow sufferers and see that, by coming together, they can collectively work on solutions. Indeed, “by pooling misery, anger and frustration, the groups act as a catalyst for precipitating the relief from knowing one is not alone with the problem and the common interest which leads to a desire to change the situation” (Henry, 1978: 654). Among elements that relieve the problem of stigma are: (1) “the common experience of the members … the belief … that no one is separate, superior, or professional … by excluding professionals the separation of stigma sufferers from others within the group is dissolved”; (2) a “shared situation and empathetic understanding that is exemplified by descriptive instances of one's own experience through which another can identify gives relief from knowing you are ‘not alone with the problem.'” This “lifts the burden of self-imposed failure, resentment, guilt, and helplessness” and enables one to feel normal in the company of similar others, thereby suspending the public moral meaning of stigma and reducing the stress associated with relations with the non-stigmatized; (3) the value of mutual aid and support on a regular and continuous basis, removing from the problem sufferer the responsibility of always having to ask for help and making the problem relatively unremarkable; and (4) the “helper-therapy principle,” in which people who help others gain the most from the exchange because their social status is elevated to a positive role. As a result, they obtain validation of their feelings and attitudes, as opposed to the negative experiences that their stigmatized condition has otherwise produced (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 216).
Mutual-aid groups are “not merely a forum for deconstructing members' problems by coping with practicalities and coping with stigma” but also a “positive process, enabling members to reconstruct a new way of living through project work” (Robinson and Henry, 1977: 94). Project work involves a three-stage process that members of such groups undergo.
The first stage involves defining or redefining difficulties in day-to-day coping with problems and providing information drawn from members' experiences and scientific knowledge about the behavior or conditions and what works to alleviate them: “This information elevates the members into becoming their own authority and simultaneously provides them with the resources to combat the ignorance of others in everyday encounters” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 218).
The second stage “involves constructive action towards shared goals based on the philosophy that members learn by doing and are changed by doing … projects involve working jointly with others toward a goal that enhances the group for the members” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 218).
The third stage occurs when groups begin designing and working on specific projects, such that members go “beyond the group to form a network of friends … [which helps] the person give up relying on the all-embracing support of the group, and helps them form new friendship networks in the community” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 218). Indeed, through group work and group talk, members go beyond the group: “Groups emphasize their problem, their projects, their way of doing things, but the real purpose, the hidden agenda, is to transform people” (Robinson and Henry, 1977: 103):

The problem is integrated with life; the treated is the treater and the treatment is to find a new way of living, incorporating the problem into one's everyday experience. This is done by providing a continuous form of care and concern through a network of friendships that itself permeates everyday living and having problems. Thus, rather than living everyday life and having problems, self-help group members live their lives through their problems. All of the changes in perception about the severity of the problem, the availability of help, the significance of asking for help, of not discontinuing help, require people to change their everyday lives. This is what we mean when we say self-help groups transform people. 

(Ibid.: 121)


For inner-focused groups, who are concentrating on their members' recovery through enabling them to fit better into society, self-help/mutual aid provides the community and cognitive structure to enable them to continue. For outer-focused groups, the project work involves political action to change the public definition of the deviant behavior. These groups relate the suffering to society's oppression of their situation or condition and seek an “increase in the allocation of resources to the groups' cause, by working for a change in the public's definition of the problem, or by seeking relief through litigation and legislation” (Levine, 1988: 41). As Sagarin and others have pointed out, “the overall aim of many groups is to counter popular beliefs and stereotypical assumptions concerning the causes and consequences of the problematic condition or behavior that is their deviance, and to expose the myths that perpetuate such views” (Pfuhl and Henry, 1993: 230).
In many ways, the project work of mutual-aid groups is like the moral entrepreneur work of rule-makers. Instead of making myths and creating panics, resulting in laws banning behaviors, these groups deconstruct myths, defuse the public's anxiety about the problem or conditions, and seek to legitimate their view by changing law and public policy. For example, stigma management for those suffering from obesity varies. Groups such as Overeaters Anonymous and Weight Watchers are dedicated to changing members' appearances so that they fit into the socially constructed definition of a normal woman's body size. In contrast, the National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAAFA) is a civil rights organization whose “goal is to help build a society in which people of every size are accepted with dignity and equality in all aspects of life. NAAFA will pursue this goal through advocacy, public education, and support” (NAAFA, 2016). The organization is “engaged in a variety of social and political activities,” ranging from “informal parties and organized dances, to speaking at community conferences, to holding protests and conducting write-in campaigns” (Martin, 2006: 317). Martin states that, “in contrast to avowing or managing shame, NAAFA members contest it … ‘Change the World, Not Your Body'” is the message of such “fat activism” (ibid.: 329). “Shame contestation is thus a requisite component of identity politics where the aggrieved attempts to transform themselves by transforming both societal definitions of beauty and human value and the feeling rules that govern fat bodies” (ibid.: 330).
As Heitzig points out, there are two important consequences of such organized attempts to redefine deviance. One is that of “reverse stigmatization,” in which those who reject others are themselves rejected. In this social reordering, “the once-stigmatized now stigmatize the statuses they do not occupy: the white man, rednecks, honkys, male chauvinist pigs, normies, geeks, straights” (Heitzig, 1996: 351). The second consequence is the effect on the social control of stigmatized statuses:

The civil rights movements of racial minorities, women, and the elderly have been instrumental in the removal of legally supported stigmatization, as well as the informal perpetuation of many stereotypes … pressure from the homosexual movement resulted in the removal of homosexuality from the DSM-IV [the fourth edition of the American Psychological Association's Diagnostic and Statistical Manual]. The organized redefinition of stigma, by the deviants involved, has on occasion removed the formal and medical definitions that long supported the informal stereotypes surrounding stigma. (Ibid.)


However, before such major societal changes can occur, groups of social deviants must engage in public relations and media-influencing strategies.

Strategies for redefining deviance
There are several strategies deployed to influence the public. One strategy used by deviant groups is to point out that banning the problem makes the situation worse because it forces problem sufferers underground, where they are likely to meet and engage in a whole new set of deviant relationships. Also, by banning certain behaviors, additional problems are created. A classic example is that banning marijuana use creates an underground economy of drug sales, which produces violence that draws on policing and court resources.
A second strategy that groups employ is to seek legitimacy for their identity by showing how common their behavior or condition is among the population: how all kinds of people at all different levels of society are subject to it, or suffer from it and its related problems, and how it is not restricted to the narrow group depicted in the stereotype. For example, TV ads showing respectable middle-class educated professionals who are HIV/AIDS or genital herpes sufferers dispel the stereotypical myth that, for example, herpes suffers are “people who had multiple partners who … went to the bars” (Lee and Craft, 2006: 296). An extension of this tactic is getting endorsements for the groups' cause from prestigious and respected members of the community, such as NORML's “use of an Advisory Board on which it lists prominent physicians, attorneys, educators and religious personalities.”
To be successful at any of these attempts to redefine the problems and negate the stigma, groups need to master communication and the media. As Altheide (2002, 2007) has argued, deviance and the entertainment and news media are inextricably linked, and it is through the media and popular culture that people learn cultural stereotypes about deviance. Through the media, “Audiences learn to play with deviance by, on the one hand, sharing in stereotypes, being repulsed by certain conduct, and cheering on authorities who seek to eliminate deviance, while, on the other hand, celebrating deviance for its innovations and resistance to convention, and in many instances emulating deviant lifestyles” (Altheide, 2007: 1107). However, he points out that the media doesn't just passively transmit information about deviance to audiences: rather, “the mass media increasingly help shape the definitions and perceptions about deviance and social order” (ibid.). The very fact that the entertainment-oriented mass media are communicating images of deviance “also provides an opportunity for organized spokespersons associated with deviant behavior to express themselves and offer counter claims about their activities, their meanings, and, quite often, their humanity” (ibid.: 1109).
Personal accounts of problems suffered, the depths of self-esteem reached, and the ability to rise above them are a mainstay of these organizations. The ability to communicate one's own recovery directly is important. In the past this information was communicated through personal appearances of members to newcomers and through written brochures and pamphlets, but, increasingly, video clips and testimonials are made available on numerous social media sites devoted to the aims of the organization, as well as through numerous web-based “blogs” and even podcasts.
The presence of the web has not, however, diminished the role of the media and social media in providing coverage, immediacy, and legitimation for groups seeking to transform stigmatizing labels. In this process, it is valuable to have relations with journalists through whom story ideas promoting the organization's issues can be channeled. Some groups assign members to specific roles in handling media enquiries, interviews, and public relations; other groups have a “press room” on their website. Organizations will also stage events to attract media attention. However groups obtain media coverage of their cause, the way the message is framed is important if it is to resonate effectively with the public to change their view of the stigmatized condition. The change is achieved in part by drawing on scientific findings, in part by showing that the whole person is more than what is captured by the stereotype, and in part by replacing existing terms that describe the behavior or condition with new words and phrases that carry the new meaning that the group desires to impart. This also serves to change members' consciousness. For example, a major shift has occurred in many groups who have adopted the phrase “people with” a behavior or condition rather than having the condition define the person. So, instead of talking about “the disabled,” groups have changed the public discourse to “people with disabilities.” Instead of HIV/AIDS sufferers, it is “people with HIV/AIDS.” Instead of anorexics or bulimics, it is “people with anorexia or bulimia.” Consider this advisory from the National Disability Navigator Resource Collaborative:

Always use “people first” language. For example, use the term “people with disabilities.” Do not use terms such as “the disabled” or “the handicapped.” Avoid referring to people by their disability. For example, do not say, “She is an epileptic.” Instead, say, “She has epilepsy.” Do not say “wheelchair-bound” or “confined to a wheelchair.” Most wheelchair users perceive their wheelchair as liberating, not confining. Do say, “She uses a wheelchair.” Do not use negative, demeaning, and outdated terms such as “cripple,” “deaf and dumb,” or “retarded.” 

(NDNRC, 2015)


Vegetarians, for example, will correct those who describe them as “not eating meat” by redefining themselves as “not killing animals” (Marsh, 1999: 168). Changing the common use of discourse and substituting it with “replacement discourse” is critical in making not only social change but also institutional and political change. Just as it was with rule-makers, whom we earlier called “moral entrepreneurs,” making changes in public policy through enacting laws is often a major objective of groups of social deviants seeking to change the public's view of their stigmatized behavior or condition. Disabilities groups in the USA made major reforms that prevented discrimination against people with disabilities that culminated in 1990 with the Americans with Disabilities Act.
NORML, which has had considerable success in decriminalizing the laws and stereotyping of marijuana users, continues to make progress towards legalizing its use such that the recreational use of marijuana is now fully or partially legal in several states: Colorado (2012), Washington (2012), Oregon (2014), Alaska (2014), Maine (2016), California (2016), Massachusetts (2016), and Nevada (2016), as well as the District of Columbia (2014) (NORML, 2017). A look at NORML's website reveals that it is engaged in direct political action, has a political action committee through which it can lobby politicians and officeholders, and uses podcasts and video clips of important political speeches and statements. NORML's mission, adopted in 2013, is “to move public opinion sufficiently to legalize the responsible use of marijuana by adults, and to serve as an advocate for consumers to assure they have access to high quality marijuana that is safe, convenient and affordable.” Its site contains a report card summarizing what politicians have done, rather than said, about marijuana and includes extracts of leading politicians' stated policy on drugs in general, particularly marijuana. NORML also has an “in the media” section that features its members' appearances in the media. Its webpage “A voice for responsible marijuana smokers” is illustrative:

Since its founding in 1970, NORML has provided a voice in the public policy debate for those Americans who oppose marijuana prohibition and favor an end to the practice of arresting marijuana smokers. A nonprofit public-interest advocacy group, NORML represents the interests of the tens of millions of Americans who smoke marijuana responsibly … During the 1970s, NORML led the successful efforts to decriminalize minor marijuana offenses in 11 states and significantly lower marijuana penalties in all others. Today NORML continues to lead the fight to reform state and federal marijuana laws, whether by voter initiative or through the elected legislatures. NORML serves as an informational resource to the national media on marijuana-related stories, providing a perspective to offset the anti-marijuana propaganda from the government; lobbies state and federal legislators in support of reform legislation; publishes a regular newsletter; hosts, along with the NORML Foundation, an informative web site and an annual conference; and serves as the umbrella group for a national network of citizen-activists committed to ending marijuana prohibition and legalizing marijuana. 

(NORML, 2008)


Clearly, the actions of NORML are illustrative of the extent to which organizations formed by and for deviants engage in power politics over the competition for interests. This is what Edwin Schur described as “stigma contests”:

In these continuing struggles over competing social definitions, it is relative rather than absolute power that counts most … Deviance-defining is not a static event but a continuous and changing process. This is so because … it is a way of characterizing and reacting, exhibited by individuals and groups whose interests and favored values, and their ability to impose them, vary greatly and in many instances, change over time … the distribution of power among persons and groups crucially shapes deviance outcomes. To study stigma contests or deviance struggles is, then, to study the sources and uses of power. 

(Schur, 1980: 8, 66)


Ultimately, the aim of these counter political strategies, whether designed to help their members fit into the existing society or to transform the society into accepting their deviance – in what some have referred to as the “sociology of acceptance” (Bogdan and Taylor, 1987) – is to normalize the relations between the deviant and society. Groups of organized deviants want their members' difference to be accepted as normal.

Summary and conclusions: becoming normal
For a person designated with the stigma of a “deviant” label to become normal, they and others have ultimately to recognize what “normal” means. As we stated at the outset, normality is not the complete absence of deviance; that would be deviant. It is, rather, the presence of deviance as one of a range of behavioral options, or one of a range of non-stigmatized, morally neutral differences. Occasionally, normal identities are free to choose deviance without serious moral implications for self or others. Its choice does not result in questions about the actor's identity, nor does it raise the specter of some real deviant identity lurking beneath the surface. Being normal means being free both to choose deviance without serious consequences and not to choose it most of the time.
How can someone who has suffered serious challenges to their identity resume their former position of normality? Clearly, forming relations of mutual support with fellow deviants does not return an actor to normality. This is because most of those who have not been stigmatized do not have relations with others based solely on their participation in a morally condemned or stigmatized behavior. While self-help groups help in a transition to normality, they are not its final resting place. This lies in the ability of those stigmatized to select, from all those with whom they formerly had relations, only those who maintain an open-minded, supportive relationship. It also requires that new relations be formed, such that current interaction begins to construct a new biography, one which eventually builds to form its own history. All of this may require a change of location; it certainly requires sufficient confidence to award oneself the right to be normal; and it requires time. In short, it requires that the deviant who seriously does not want to be so cast ceases to invest in that which gives pain and starts again, building a new life and a new identity.

Further reading

	Anspach, Renee R. (1979) “From stigma to identity politics: political activism among the physically disabled and former mental patients,” Social Science & Medicine, Part A: Medical Psychology & Medical Sociology 13: 765–73.


The author examines political activism among the disabled and former mental patients and shows the increasing movement among the stigmatized to resist and challenge stereotypes of themselves and in the process change both their own self-conceptions and societal conceptions of those sharing their stigmatized identity. The political activism model of stigma resistance challenges interventions based on social welfare, labeling, and the dramaturgical model of the stigmatized as passive and powerless. The article draws on the published disabled activist accounts to demonstrate the transformational power of their active agency.

	Ben-Yehuda, Nachman (1990) The Politics and Morality of Deviance: Moral Panics, Drug Abuse, Deviant Science and Reversed Stigmatization. Albany: SUNY Press.


In this book, Ben-Yehuda integrates micro- and macro-levels of analysis to locate personal and interactional dimensions of deviance in a wider structural context and “symbolic moral universes.” He distinguishes political deviance from the political elements of regular deviance and discusses the role of power in the deviance-making process and how discourses of neutralization that he calls “motivational accounting systems” are tools in the politics of morality. Four case studies deal with drug policy in the USA and Israel, deviant science, and reverse stigmatization. Ben-Yehuda sees the legitimization of power as a moral order that defines the societal boundaries of different symbolic/moral universes.

	Robinson, David, and Stuart Henry (1977) Self-Help and Health: Mutual Aid for Modern Problems. Oxford: Martin Robertson.


This is an ethnographic study of a variety of mutual-aid groups: Alcoholics Anonymous, Weight Watchers, Relatives of the Depressed, Anorexics, and others. It demonstrates that the group meetings are the start of a process where chronic problem sufferers share their problems and experiences, help fellow problem sufferers and eventually work together on projects outside of the meetings. The authors demonstrate that the group process empowers those stigmatized by deconstructing their problems and reconstructing their lives and identities so that their problems no longer define them.

	Sagarin, Edward (1969) Odd Man In: Societies of Deviants in America. Chicago: Quadrangle Books.


A classic insider study of stereotyped deviants – homosexuals, transsexuals, alcoholics, drug addicts, mental patients, ex-convicts, the physically abnormal – who form self-help or mutual-aid organizations, among them Alcoholics Anonymous, Synanon, Gamblers Anonymous, and the Little People of America, to help one another or to try to change society's attitudes.

	Schur, Edwin M. (1980) The Politics of Deviance: Stigma Contests and the Uses of Power. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Written from an interactionist perspective, this book shows the importance for those labeled with deviant stereotypes of engaging in a struggle over their own definition and discusses the strategies for redefining their situation through resistance to their negative image through the media. It is one of the first texts to discuss stigma contests and the role of power in the creation and application of stigma labels.
Conclusion: What Can the Study of Social Deviance Do for You?


To answer this question, it is important to realize what students of social deviance study, and why. Erich Goode captures the spirit of why studying deviance is important when he reflects on his own decades-long interest in the subject:

I'm interested in how definitions of right and wrong are established and maintained, how collectivities in every society struggle over notions of what is to be demarcated as acceptable and unacceptable behavior, beliefs, and even physical traits; what and who will be stigmatized; what and who will be honored and respected, what and who will be ignored, accepted, tolerated and condoned. What and who will be regarded as emblematic of society as a whole, and what and who will be relegated to the margins, emblematic only of the society's periphery – not entirely respectable, exemplary, or reputable … as I see it, the central idea in the sociology of deviance is that definitions of right and wrong do not drop from the skies. They are not preordained. They are humanly produced, constructed as a result of clashes of ideologies, interests – economic, social, cultural, political – the outcome of struggles between and among categories in the society, each vying for dominance, or at least acceptance, of the views and behaviors that categorize them as a social entity. 

(Goode, 2009: 566)


People are different. Each of us is someone to take notice of, and we are, in some important senses, capable of shaping the world we live in. But we also see that, even when we strive to be different, our interaction with others binds us to conform. That we don't conform to wider societal morality, its norms, and the law is no evidence that we can't conform. Our decision to join with others who share our conventional or deviant activity is an indication of the force of those around us and a celebration of our own agency. We declare independence when we say that we don't care what others think, but we reveal our vulnerability through our sensitivity to what friends and co-deviants think. We are individuals, but we are also social beings. We might be able to tilt the balance, but it is the truly extreme social deviant who is unaffected by aspects of both these internal and external forces.
Because of the contested terrain that Goode refers to as the politics of deviance, what we learn from the study of deviance will depend in part on our own values and interests. It will also depend on how far we are able to suspend our moral judgments to appreciate the meanings of those who are doing things we find offensive and objectionable. Without suspending such judgments, it is not possible to obtain the trust of those engaged in often incriminating, sometimes self-deprecating behaviors that we call “deviance.” Without obtaining their trust, it is not possible to peer inside their social worlds to see what is fundamental in our own. Studying deviance, then, requires us to look outside ourselves as a means to gaining insight on what we all do and who we are.
Ultimately, I believe we must reject the view of those, such as Anne Hendershott (2002) or, for that matter, the Catholic Church, who say that morally relativistic or curious explorations of social deviance render us culturally and morally lost. The view that lends credibility to every meaning misses the fundamental point of social deviance. It is not that the difference considered deviant is morally wrong, but that behavior and action that harms others is morally wrong. The irony of social life is that most of what counts as deviance harms no one, although it might “offend” – but that is an entirely different thing.
Social deviance, then, is both a celebration and condemnation of difference. Difference enables us to adapt to changing circumstances. It gives us the possibilities to survive. Conformity is tied to what already is; conformity is a reaffirmation of the status quo, the static comfort that we find secure. To recognize difference – indeed, to appreciate and understand a multiplicity of differences – is seeing, being, and saying a lot. It shows that we are not completely bound by the constraints of past structures or current constructions of reality, that our own agency can make a difference. What you think and what we think matters. If the difference made is one that some, or even many, find offensive, it should not blind us to the importance of the struggle we all have to make that difference. It should, instead, alert us to the fundamental importance of societal institutions and broader structures that facilitate the means for individual recognition. This is because individuality and creativity will emerge as deviance if we try to suppress it, and its emergence may not please us.
Does this exploration of social deviance mean that we cannot make moral judgments? Of course it doesn't. We can make much more informed judgments than those we would have made without the appreciation and understanding of the beliefs, ideas, and lives of those who take part in deviant behavior. To understand the meaning of social deviance and then to weigh that activity in the light of a wider social context is to make a responsible judgment about the activity. To fail even to attempt such an understanding of that to which we object is taking the same irresponsible attitude that we find offensive in others. We do not care. Why should they?
So, in studying deviance, it is first necessary to suspend our moral judgment in order to appreciate the phenomenon from the perspective of the “other.” Doing so requires that we treat deviance as difference and that we explore the ways in which these differences are carved out of the social cloth of everyday life. Differences are given significance, imbued with meaning, reacted to by others, and thus built into social objects, institutional practices, and social processes. To study deviance is to study the social construction of normality. It is to shine a light into what the sociologist Peter Berger once called our “reasonably comfortable caves” in order to reveal the graffiti on the walls, the crap on the floor, and our moral nakedness with its attendant vulnerabilities. As students of the sociology of deviance, we are exploring what, for Erving Goffman, was the back stage behind the front stage, which makes the front stage possible. In this sense, the study of social deviance is the flip side of the study of normality and the underside of the study of social order; the study of rule violation is a mirror to the study of conformity. And, although we might start out by looking at the strange, peculiar, and different, students soon realize that social deviance is as much in their own lives as it is in the lives of those they study. Indeed, the study of others' social deviance soon reveals the ubiquity of social deviance in social life. A glimpse at the profound interest in things that are deviant is found in the mass media's obsessive fascination with all such things in its “fictional and nonfictional stories about the ‘dark side' of society”:

Think about how many people routinely watch television shows like NYPD Blue, The John Walsh Show, CSI Miami, Law and Order, The Sopranos, and so on. Further, much of North Americans' everyday conversation, regardless of whether it occurs at home, in the workplace, bars, classrooms, at sporting events and so on, includes stories about friends, relatives, celebrities, athletes, politicians, and others who did the “wrong stuff” … as well as debates about what is to be done about these “outsiders” behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes. 

(DeKeseredy et al., 2005: 1–2)


Despite the obituaries to the sociology of deviance that claim the subject is dead, most would agree with Erich Goode that deviance is very much alive. If you don't believe that, just go out and look around, and you'll observe life's rich tapestry of deviant behavior. In doing so, you can develop your own deviant imagination and appreciation for the social processes that “invigorate” and “enrich” us all.
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