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Deviance 
 

 

 

 

Learning Objectives 

 
After having read chapter 6, you will be able to 

 compare and contrast deviance and crime. 

 explain why deviance is contested, using examples. 

 distinguish between overt and covert characteristics of deviance, using examples. 

 explain the intersection of deviance with dimensions of inequality, such as class, race, sex, 
sexual orientation, and disability. 

 summarize three central theoretical approaches to explaining criminal deviance.  

 

 

Chapter Summary 

 
Deviance describes behaviours that are “straying from the norm.” Just as norms change over time, 
so do conceptions of deviance. There is considerable disagreement among and within social groups 
about what is deviant; like other elements of a culture, deviance can be contested. The disagreement 
among groups about whether or not something is deviant (e.g., marijuana use, same-sex marriage) is 
also known as conflict deviance.  
 
Overt characteristics of deviance are actions or qualities that explicitly violate cultural norms (e.g., 
vandalism of a car). These contrast with covert characteristics of deviance, which are the unstated 
qualities that make a group a target for sanctions (e.g., ethnic background, age, sex). Deviance is typ-
ically defined by those who define the norm—most often members of the dominant culture, as 
discussed in Chapter 3.  
 
Essentialism argues that there is something natural and universal to social phenomena such as de-
viance, making them objectively true. In contrast, social constructionism suggests that elements of 
social life, including deviance and social categories like “race” or gender, are not universal or natural, 
and are instead created by society. Canadian sociologist Erving Goffman, for example, examined the 
interplay of social constructionism and essentialism in his study of stigma and deviance. Stigmata 
are human attributes that are seen to discredit a person’s social identity. Goffman categorized physi-
cal deformities as bodily stigmata. These attributes exist physically, yet their value is often socially 
constructed. Body modifications (e.g., dieting, tattooing, cosmetic surgery) can be viewed as en-
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hancement or deformations. Further, Goffman defined moral stigmata as blemishes of an individ-
ual’s character (e.g., alcoholism). Finally, according to Goffman, tribal stigmata are transmitted 
through group association (e.g. being a member of a racialized group).  
 
The other is an image constructed by the dominant culture to describe subcultures, or by a colonizing 
nation to describe those colonized. The image of the other may be mystical or exotic but always carries 
an implication of inferiority. Once a deviant behaviour has been associated with otherness, it is often 
subject to negative sanction, regardless of whether the behaviour is damaging to society or completely 
benign. Notions of “the other” intersect with concepts such as ethnocentrism, colonialism, stereotyp-
ing, essentialism, and prejudice. 
 
“The other” and their behaviours are frequently the source of moral panic, which is a campaign 
designed to arouse concern over an issue or group. Moral panics are usually instigated by moral en-
trepreneurs, who are individuals or groups who try to convince others of the need to take action 
around a social problem that they have defined. 
 
Racializing deviance is the act of linking certain forms of deviance with particular ethnic groups, 
which makes ethnic background a covert characteristic of deviance. It entails treating these ethnic 
groups differently because of the assumed connection between their ethnicity and deviant or crimi-
nal actions. While Canada formally promotes multiculturalism, there is still pressure on those who 
are culturally different from the mainstream to assimilate, or become the same as the dominant cul-
ture. Not assimilating can become viewed as deviant. Racial profiling is a method of racializing de-
viance whereby authorities target specific people for differential treatment or closer scrutiny based 
solely on ethnicity, religion, or skin colour, rather than on actual suspicious behaviour. 
 
In a patriarchal society (one dominated by men), men are treated as normal, while women are seen 
as inherently deviant. Values and practices associated with masculinity are normalized through cus-
toms, laws, and culture production. In a patriarchal society, images of women are often constructed 
in ways that reflect misogyny, the hatred of or contempt for women. The concept of patriarchal 
construct involves social conditions being structured in a way that favours men over women.  
 
Poverty is often considered a covert characteristic of deviance. Jeffrey Reiman, a philosopher who has 
written extensively about the American justice system, argues that the criminal justice system is biased 
against the poor and that it gives the impression that most crime is committed by poor people. This 
bias is found at all stages of the system, from defining crime to sentencing. When compared to their 
middle- and upper-class peers, lower-class people generally have reduced access to social resources 
(knowledge of and ability to navigate the legal system, and influential social connections), leading to an 
overrepresentation in crime statistics. Furthermore, individuals from lower-class backgrounds face lim-
itations when it comes to impression management, which is the ability to control the flow of per-
sonal information to manipulate how others see you. 
 
Homosexuality is defined as deviant in many places around the world, but its social construction 
differs across cultures in terms of what social sanctions are applied. Many countries have laws 
against homosexual behaviour, though in several countries only male homosexuality is explicitly ille-
gal. Same-sex marriage has been legal across Canada since 2005, but it remains an issue of conflict 
deviance. Where homosexuality is regarded as deviant, this perception can be used to reinforce gen-
der roles according to a mentality known as the ideology of fag. People adopting this ideology use 
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terms like “gay” pejoratively as negative sanctions against behaviour that does not conform to their 
gender role expectations. 
 
Disability is a form of deviance, though negative sanctions against disability are typically acts of omission 
rather than punishment. Homes and public infrastructure are typically not designed to accommodate 
people with physical disabilities. People with disabilities have also been explicitly targeted for punish-
ment, including involuntary sterilization of those deemed “mentally inferior,” for example under the Al-
berta Sexual Sterilization Act (1928–1972).  
 
It is important to keep in mind that not all deviant behaviours are necessarily criminal. The discipline of 
criminology studies patterns in criminal behaviour to learn more about how we can predict and pre-
vent crime. There are three central theories on the causes of criminal deviance: strain theory, subcultural 
theory, and labelling theory. Strain theory, developed by Robert Merton, states that an individual’s de-
viant behaviour develops out of the strain or conflict between pressure to achieve success (i.e., attain the 
American dream) and the real-life circumstances that prevent this success. Working to refine Merton’s 
theory, Albert Cohen developed subcultural theory. Cohen’s research identified a delinquent subcul-
ture among teenage gang members, in which the values of middle-class institutions are inverted as a 
response to status frustration, which is the failure to succeed in these institutions, particularly school. 
But deviant behaviour is not always the result of opposition to mainstream society. Howard Becker’s 
labelling theory states that subcultural values, beliefs, and practices become defined as deviant by 
mainstream society. When a marginalized group is labelled as deviant, members of the group may come 
to internalize that label and incorporate it into their status set. 
 
Sociological study of criminology had focused on crimes committed by the poor until criminologist 
Edwin Sutherland coined the term white-collar crime to refer to crime committed by high-status 
people in the course of their jobs. Clinard and Quinney (1973) further refined the concept of white-
collar crime by distinguishing between occupational crimes, or crimes committed by individuals 
for personal gain in the course of their occupations, and corporate crimes, or crimes committed for 
the benefit of the corporation. 
 
 

Study Questions 
 
1. What is deviance? Outline overt and covert characteristics of deviance, and provide examples to 

illustrate your answer. 
 

2. What does it mean that “deviance can be contested between and within a culture”?  
 

3. How does Canada continue to racialize deviance? Make reference to multiculturalism, assimila-
tion, and racial profiling. Provide examples to illustrate your answer.  
 

4. Why are women seen as inherently deviant in a patriarchal society?  
 

5. Within Canada, is homosexuality seen as deviant? If so, how are homosexual individuals sanctioned?  
 

6. You textbook points out that we use omission to sanction people who are living with disabilities. 
What does this mean? Provide two examples to illustrate your answer.  
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7. Briefly outline strain theory, subcultural theory, and labelling theory and explain the differences 
between the three in terms of how they explain the emergence of criminal deviance.  

 
8. What is the difference between occupational crime and corporate crime? Provide one example 

for each.  
 
 

Exploration and Discussion Exercises 

 
1. With key terms and information taken from the text, write about your views on deviance. Which is 

socially constructed—deviance or conformity? How do definitions of deviance benefit society? 
How do they hurt it? How has deviance affected your life? 

 
2. With either an example from your life, someone else’s, or even something that you’ve seen in the 

media, consider the following question: Have you ever done something that you thought was 
normal, but quickly realized due to the reactions of other people that it was, in fact, deviant? 

 
3. Explore this website and consider how the content relates to cultural notions of deviance in 

Canada: The Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH) website: www.camh.net/ 

On the left-hand side you will notice a number of tools for understanding society’s views of 
mental illness. One goal of CAMH is to promote better awareness and understanding of mental 
disorders and their treatment. 

 
 

Further Readings  
 

Adorjan, M.C. (2010). Emotions Contests and Reflexivity in the News: Examining Dis-
course on Youth Crime in Canada. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography.  
This article relates to concepts such as moral panics and provides an empirical examination using 
youth crime as an example. 

 

Barron, C. and D. Lacombe (2005). Moral Panic and the Nasty Girl. Canadian Review of So-
ciology 42(1): 51–69. 
This article offers an empirical examination of female violence, linking it to moral panic. 

 

Criminological Theory: http://www.umsl.edu/~keelr/200/Diane_Demelo/diane.pdf 
A good source for theoretical approaches to criminal deviance, including biological & psycho-
logical theories, moral development approaches, and sociological theories 

 

Graffiti as Art Crime? https://www.graffiti.org/ 
Hub for graffiti and their cultural significance  

 

Society for the Study of Social Problems: http://www.sssp1.org/ 
An interdisciplinary organization that empirically and theoretically examines a range of social prob-
lems. Its journal Social Problems is one of the leading academic sources for the sociology of deviance. 
 

Surveillance Studies Centre: http://www.sscqueens.org/ 
 Hub for research pertaining to surveillance practices 
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