
Functionalist Theories 
Remember, functionalists are interested in how societies function. The underlying assumption is that societies tend to be stable and orderly 

systems. Therefore, things that exist in society over the long term are things that are functional. Well, every society has criminals and deviants, 

so...we have to figure that out. For the most part, we can say that there are two approaches to a functionalist understanding of deviance:  

Thesis 1: Deviance serves some kind of function in society.  

Thesis 2: Deviance is a result of dysfunctional elements of society.  

The proposition offered by Thesis 
1 draws from Durkheim’s work. 
Durkheim wanted to know if devi-
ance was functional in society. If it 
were, then even a community of 
saints would have deviants. Durkheim 
proposed that deviance serves two 
functions.  

First: Boundary Maintenance 

 When norms are violated a couple things happen. The social 
group affirms the rules by applying sanctions. The group comes together 
to assert solidarity against the rule breakers. And the group defines the 
rule breakers as a counter example of what not to do.  

Second: Social Change 

 When norms are broken, this becomes a time to debate and 
renegotiate the rules. Sometimes the society decides that the old rules 
no longer apply and we need to come up with new rules.  

Sociologist Kai Erickson tested Durkheim’s theory by analyzing 

the Anne Hutchinson case from 17th century Massachusetts. In 

his study, Wayward Puritans, Erickson saw all of the elements 

described by Durkheim.  

Thesis 2 also draws from Durkheim. Researchers who look at 
deviance from this perspective are drawing from Durkheim’s 
theories of suicide. Durkheim proposed that when societies are 
experiencing abnormal social change or social integration, this 
negatively impacts human behavior. Of interest to researchers 
of this bent is Durkheim’s concept of Anomie. Remember, Ano-
mie is a state of normlessness. According to this view, deviance 
is the result of social anomie.  

There’s a couple of theories associated with social anomie: 

Social Disorganization 
Theory: Postulates that 
deviance and crime  is 
more likely in communi-
ties where social ties and 
the normal social controls 
are weak. There’s evi-
dence of this when we do 
crime mapping and net-
work analysis. Often we 
see communities with the 
highest crime rates over-
lap with the highest poverty rates as well as other alienating 
features like minority segregation.   

Control Theory: Related to social disorganization, this theory 
postulates that strong social bonds serve as a form of social 
control. You don’t want to break rules against a community 
that you feel bonded to, a part of, but have no problem doing 
so when those bonds don’t exist. There are four kinds of social 
bonds:  

     Attachment: Our bonds to others 

     Commitment: Our bonds to our community 

     Involvement: Our participation in the community 

     Belief: Agreement on common values with the community 

When you see someone acting up in class, maybe the problem 
is not the student, maybe the problem is a lack of social bond-
ing. Unfortunately, deviant behavior discourages others from 
forming social bonds with people...which contributes to weak-
ening the bonds further!  

Another powerful theory that draws from Thesis 2 is Strain Theory. Strain 
Theory was proposed by sociologist Robert Merton. He theorized that every 
society creates goals for its members. Society then creates legitimate ways of 
achieving these goals. So having a good job that pays well is a legitimate goal. 
The legitimate way of achieving this goal is to go to school and get the neces-
sary education. However, Merton points out, not everyone in the society has 
the same investment in the legitimate goals, nor the same access to the legiti-
mate means of achieving these goals. This discrepancy results in deviance.  



Conflict Theories 
Remember that Conflict Theories see society in terms of power. The rules of society are created by those with the power to make and 

enforce the rules. These rules, therefore, are designed in such a way that they keep the elite groups in power. So according to Conflict 

Theories, if deviance is  a violation of the rules, and the rules are created by the powerful, then the powerful are the ones who define 

what deviance is. In this case, they will do so in such a way that their interests are preserved. From this perspective there are a couple 

of ways of looking at deviance.  

Thesis 1: Deviance is defined by the powerful in order to preserve their power 

Thesis 2: Deviance is the result of the less powerful in society rejecting the rules imposed on them by the powerful 

Marxist Theory 

Marxist theorists look at the way the 
rules are created in such a way that they 
preserve capitalism. This relates to The-
sis 1. There’s a couple of avenues here.  

First: The rules are created by capi-
talists for capitalists.  

In this case, capitalists focus their atten-
tion on social groups they consider prob-
lematic. These social groups can be divid-
ed into two categories. 

    Social Dynamite: These are the criminals that pose a direct threat 
to capitalism. Street criminals who make trade and business more 
risky. Violent criminals who make markets less secure. Gangs, who 
make a living in the illegitimate market. Social dynamite also includes 
those who directly challenge capitalism, like labor groups and radical 
political organizations. 

    Social Junk: These are the folks who are costly to the system, the 
old, the disabled, welfare recipients, addicts. These are populations 
that are not necessarily a threat to capitalism, but are a cost to capi-
talists that the wealthy would rather not pay.  

Second:  The rules are applied and enforced in such a way 
that serves the capitalists and capitalism.  

In this case we can see that the laws are dis-
proportionately applied to those from what 
are considered Dangerous Classes, often racial 
and ethnic minorities who do not benefit from 
the capitalist system, but also lower and work-
ing class members and political radicals who 
wish to challenge the system. Those from Dan-
gerous Classes are more subject to surveil-
lance, policing, criminalizing, and maximum 
sentences than are those from the Capitalist 
Class. 

This is true despite the fact that Dangerous 
Classes often break the law because that’s the 
only way available for them to meet their 
needs, while capitalists break the law only be-
cause they have opportunity to do so. Further-
more, the level of social harm done by capital-
ists, often legally, far exceeds the harm done 
by the so-called Dangerous Classes.   

Cultural Conflict Theory 

Cultural Conflict Theorists don’t necessarily take such an inten-
tional view. In other words, they don’t see deviance as resulting 
from an intentional, even conspiratorial view of a particular group. 
Instead, Cultural Conflict Theorists tend to see things according to 
Thesis 2.  

In this case, deviance results when one group gains the power to 
make rules that are rejected by other groups.  

The best example of this is 
Prohibition. In 1920, a coali-
tion of mostly American 
Protestants and members 
of the U.S. Temperance 
Movement gained enough 
political power to Amend 
the Constitution (The 18th 
Amendment) to prohibit 
the sale of alcohol. In this 
case, this group really be-

lieved that drinking was a serious social problem—which it was—
and that prohibition was the best way to deal with it.  

Less powerful groups, who had nothing to do with creating this 
Amendment, were then in a position in which they either followed 

the rule, or they rejected the rule. In many cases, 
people rejected it. This led to the rise of criminal 

syndicates established to profit from the 
demand of a now illegal commodity. Most-
ly, the Mafia. Those who wished to pur-
chase alcohol were forced to deviate from 
the established norms to do so. Conse-
quently, great expense was taken to en-
force the rule in the face of how often it 
was rejected.  

So apply this theory to any infraction. Who 
gets to make the rule and who must 
obey? If the group that is expected to 
obey has no intrinsic incentive to do so, a 
great deal of coercion is going to be nec-
essary to en-
force this rule.  

Itsa beautiful 

thing! 
Mobster Al Capone 



Interactionist Theories 
Arguably, no sociological perspective has more to say on deviance than the Interactionists. Remember, the interactionists assume that 
society is the sum of all interactions between individuals and small groups. Interactionists see studying behaviors and social actions as 
the best way to understand society. Well, deviance is a social behavior. So interactionists are interested in how actions are defined as 
deviant and why one chooses deviant actions. For this we can look at a few theses.  

Thesis 1: Deviance is learned in much the same way as normal behavior.  

Thesis 2: Deviance is a choice made by individuals. 

Thesis 3: Deviance is a label applied to an individual or group 

Social Learning Theory: Suggests that deviant behavior is learned in much the same way as normal behavior. Namely, we learn devi-
ance from our significant others and our role models. This may not be malicious. Perhaps you belong to a particular subculture that 
follows values that are not recognized as normal by the larger society. In many cases, however, we are talking about specifically deviant 
behavior.  

If you’ve ever heard your parents express concerns about the people you hang out with, worried that Jimmy might be a bad influence, 
or take great pains to make sure that you are not “hanging out with the wrong crowd,” then whether they know it or not, they are ref-
erencing the theory of Differential Association. This theory postulates that a person is more likely to violate the norms if the people 
they frequently associate with have a favorable view of such violations. If your circle of friends like to skip class, then there’s an in-
creased probability that you will start skipping class.   

Problem is, once I learn deviant norms and learn how to achieve status in deviant groups by acting on these deviant norms, it becomes 
difficult for me to associate with groups that follow more acceptable norms. First, I have a problem finding acceptance in non-deviant 
groups. Secondly, I’m not sure how to act in non-deviant groups and am, therefore, uncomfortable in non-deviant groups. I’ve seen 
parents, whose children were participating in deviant groups literally pack up and move to another city, only to find their child joining 
similar deviant groups in the new city!  

Rational Choice Theory suggests that 
deviance is a choice in which the individu-
al weighs the costs and benefits of com-
mitting a deviant act. If the individual per-
ceives that what he gains, which could be 
material reward but can also include ac-
ceptance in a group and status within that 
group, outweighs the potential costs, such 
as punishments or sanctions, then that 
individual is more likely to choose deviant 
acts.  

Related to Rational Choice Theory is Opportunity Theory. This theo-
ry suggests that individuals motivated by deviant norms are more 
likely to act on these norms when they have a clear opportunity to 
do so. So wanting to steal something doesn’t do me any good if 
there is nothing readily available to steal. This is why stores and 
schools have security cameras. The goal is to decrease the number 
of opportunities available to commit deviant acts.  

The thing about participating in deviant groups, like criminal syndi-
cates, gangs and others, is that such groups often build networks to 
deviant resources like drugs, guns, stolen merchandise, contraband, 
etc. These are called Illegitimate Opportunity Structures. These 
structures also come with developing skills necessary for taking ad-
vantage of them. So, for instance, if I decided that this teaching gig 
was going nowhere and it would be more lucrative for me to, say, 
sell heroin, well...I still have a problem. I don’t know anything about 
the heroin trade. Where would I get the heroin? Furthermore, even 
if I could figure out where to get the heroin, how would I go about 
selling it? I’d probably end up selling it immediately to an undercov-
er cop and find myself in jail, because I don’t have the necessary skill 
set to sell heroin. I’ve never had access to the Illegitimate Oppor-
tunity Structures. So I guess you are stuck with me.  

But deviance isn’t just about choice. It’s about 
identity. Back in the 1970’s, sociologist William 
Chambliss did a groundbreaking study called The 
Saints and the Roughnecks. He studied two 
groups of adolescents. The Saints were middle 
class while the Roughnecks were lower class. 

What he found was that both groups tended 
to commit the same deviant acts, skipping 
school, vandalism, petty theft, smoking, 
fighting, etc. In fact, The Saints tended to do 
these things at higher rates than the Rough-

necks. However, when the Saints were caught, 
their behaviors were defined by authorities as youthful transgressions 
or indiscretions. The Saints were never arrested or “processed” for 
their actions. This was not true for the Roughnecks. The Roughnecks 
were defined as troublemakers and often arrested.  

What Chambliss observed was a process called Labelling Theory. 
This theory suggests that deviance is the result of legitimate agencies 
formally designating certain individuals as deviant. Labelling is a three 
part process.  

     Primary Deviance: Is the initial act of deviance that is caught. This 
is the point in which a label can be applied.  

     Secondary Deviance: Once the label is applied, the individual sub-
ject to the label accepts it as valid and identifies themselves as a devi-
ant person.  

     Tertiary Deviance: This happens when the person identified as 
deviant makes the claim that the deviant behavior is, in fact, perfectly 
normal, and everybody else is stupid or hypocritical.  

As you can see, that moment of primary deviance is pretty critical, 
especially for teachers, social workers, counselors, psychologists and 
law enforcement officers. We are the professionals tasked with label-
ling young people. When we do so, we may actually be reinforcing the 
very behaviors we are trying to change. Yeesh! 

Deviant groups, like gangs, rein-

force deviant identities, become 

the focus of deviant labels and 

offer deviant opportunities.  

http://people.morrisville.edu/~reymers/readings/soci101/saints_and_the_roughnecks-chambliss.pdf
http://people.morrisville.edu/~reymers/readings/soci101/saints_and_the_roughnecks-chambliss.pdf


The Feminist Perspective The Postmodernist Perspective 
Feminist sociology is what I refer to as a Critical Perspective. 
In other words, it’s a readjustment of the three main perspec-
tives in sociology. For instance, Feminist sociologists work on 
the underlying assumption that very often sociologists have 
largely ignored or marginalized the unique standpoint of 
women in society. That is a problem...because women are 
more than half of society! So feminist theorists try to resolve 
this by looking into the inequities associated with gender and 
gender differences. Much of this work also overlaps with 
LGBTQ+ studies in sociology.  

When it comes to deviance, feminists posit that social forces 
in a largely male dominated society have a special and dispro-
portionate impact on women. There are two major lines of 
reasoning.  

Thesis 1: Marginalized status based on gender influences devi-
ance on the part of the marginalized 

Thesis 2: Behaviors of marginalized genders are defined differ-
ently than those same actions made by cisgender men.  

There are three main approaches to Feminist Studies:  

Liberal Feminism looks at deviance in terms of unequal op-
portunities in the legitimate society for women that encour-
ages deviant behavior. Ironically, the same prejudice against 
women in the legitimate market also limit’s women’s ad-
vancement in the illegitimate market. Liberal feminists point 
out that the likelihood of a female CEO is comparable to the 
likelihood of a female drug lord. But a female madam, or a 
woman who runs a brothel, is much more likely.  

Radical Feminists see how deviance is defined by patriarchal 
norms. The patriarchal norms create double standards for 
women. So, aggressiveness and assertiveness from men is 
considered normal, but the same behaviors from women are 
defined as “bitchy.” This is especially true when it comes to 
sexual mores, with women more likely to be labeled as pro-
miscuous for behavior considered perfectly normal for men.  

Marxist Feminists point out how women and women’s sexu-
ality is exploited by capitalism. Not only are women paid less, 
and even often unpaid for the labor they do in the capitalist 
market, but women and women’s bodies and sexuality be-
come a source of marketing and exploitation, creating a dou-
ble standard and unrealistic expectations that women can 
never satisfy. For instance, women are expected to be good 
homemakers, which in-
volves consuming the 
right market goods as 
well as unpaid domestic 
labor. At the same time 
women are expected to 
be sexy and attrac-
tive...but are then criti-
cized if they are too sexu-
al in their sexiness. Man!  

Postmodernists sociology is another of these Critical Perspectives. Post-
modernists point out that a great deal of sociology focused on the modern 
world, or societies where industrialization and urbanization were the dom-
inant forces. Postmodernists posit that we no longer live in such a world 
and, therefore, our theories need to be adjusted.  

Postmodernists see contemporary or “postmodern” society as motivated 
by greater individualism, consumerism, and information technology. These 
are significantly different forces than what we see in modern societies. 
According to postmodernists, the Grand Narratives provided by big social 
structures like states and churches are breaking down and losing influence. 
Now, individuals are more autonomous to create their own stories unique 
to themselves, or Individual Narratives. This often involves purchasing 
commodities and experiences.   

So Postmodernists tend to approach deviance in a couple of ways.  

Thesis 1: Deviance is a form of knowledge used to control presumably 
“free” individuals. 

Thesis 2: New technologies are challenging our norms with regard to devi-
ance.  

The biggest contribution to Thesis 1 was the French 
social theorist Michel Foucault and his book Discipline 
and Punish. Foucault points out that in the Middle Ages 
the primary way to deal with deviance was punish-
ment. Extreme stuff. Torture. Brutal execution. But this 
was limited. You couldn’t torture everyone. So this was 
only used when someone challenged the lord of the 
manner. As time went on, emphasis on punishment 
was replaced by discipline. Discipline requires experts 

to acquire and apply knowledge to shape behaviors. This Theory is called 
Power/Knowledge. Power comes from the acquisition of knowledge and 
the application of that knowledge on individuals. So once upon a time the 
lord of the manner or the church told you what to do and if you didn’t do 
it, you got punished. Power was exerted on you by an external force.  

But today that is no longer the case. Now institutions with experts, like 
schools, hospitals, counseling centers, etc. use scientific knowledge to de-
fine what is normal. They then collect data through surveillance and use 
metrics to decide if you are normal or “sick”. They then teach you how to 
“discipline” yourself to be normal. The key here is that you are applying 
this power to yourself. Maybe you don’t like being around a lot of people. 
Once upon a time you were just shy. But now the experts say you have 
Social Anxiety Disorder...and this is not normal.  So you take it upon your-
self to seek out help from an expert so you can be like other normal peo-

ple. This gives you the illusion of freedom, that you are 
making a choice; but are you really? How deep is that?  

Postmodernists also look at how technology is shaping 
our concepts of deviance. It could be little things like be-
ing on the phone at the dinner table. It could be big 
things like entering into a virtual reality world where we 
can participate in serial crimes and brutal murders. We 
also have real life issues like, it may be illegal for me to 
gamble in Florida, but not in Las Vegas. So I can go on 
line to a Vegas casino while sitting in Florida. Is that devi-
ance? This deals with Thesis 2.  


