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Note:  Due to the broad variety of introductory textbooks effectively taught by all faculty 
in the system, it is necessary to select a primary source for base definitions that can be 
accessed by all students.  For purposes of concept definition and, where needed, 
expansion, all wording is drawn from The Blackwell Dictionary of Sociology: A User’s 
Guide to Sociological Language, Allan G. Johnson (published in 1995 by Blackwell 
Publishers: Oxford, UK).  All other examples and discussion are drawn from my notes. 
 
SOCIAL DISINTEGRATION 
 
While we are socialized to both comply and identify with particular societal norms, 
values, beliefs and tastes that define our interactions with other members in our society, 
there is also the social situation of deviance from these norms and values.  Unchecked, 
deviance may be seen to undermine social consensus, and lead to social disintegration.  
To prevent this disintegration, deviant actions are most often subject to various forms of 
social control.  Again, many sociological theories of deviance exist to address the issues 
of deviant and/or criminal behavior, and to understand how these behaviors impact larger 
societies. 
 
Deviance:  “Deviance is any behavior or appearance that violates a norm.  Sociologically, 
it differs from behavior or appearance that is merely unusual in a statistical sense.  For 
example, it is highly unusual for someone to be elected prime minister or president of a 
country.  In contrast, using illegal drugs and committing adultery are fairly common 
behaviors in spite of the fact that they are defined as deviant in many cultures” (1995:78).  
It’s important to remember that deviance is a vast concept, inclusive of small public 
actions (e.g. deliberately burping at a fancy restaurant to demonstrate class resistance) to 
serious criminal actions (e.g. serial killing) to political actions (e.g. Sub-commandante 
Marcos and the indigenous peoples’ rebellion in Mexico).  All definitions of deviance are 
not definitions of absolute “good” and/or “bad” but are definitions of violations of 
broader norms in any given society. 
 
Social Control:  Just as deviance encompasses a broad variety of behaviors, attempts to 
control deviance include a broad variety of agents.  “Social control is a concept that refers 
to the ways in which people’s thoughts, feelings, appearance and behavior are regulated 
in social systems.  To some degree, control is exerted through various forms of coercion, 
from the parent’s ability to physically restrain the child to the authority of criminal justice 
systems to imprison those convicted of crimes and of physicians to administer drugs 
which make “difficult” patients more “manageable.”  Coercion, however, is generally 
ineffective as the sole means of social control.  Far more important is the process of 
socialization through which people come to identify with a social system and its values 
and norms, and thereby acquire a stake in maintaining these as well as their sense of 
belonging to the system….Underlying all of these is the fundamental belief that social 
systems and their norms are legitimate and therefore binding on us as participants” 
(1995:258). 
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Sociological Theories:   While the definition of deviance is connected to suppositions of 
social disintegration, not all sociological theories of deviance see it as necessarily “bad” 
in and of itself.  
  
From a functionalist perspective (i.e., that of Emile Durkheim), deviance is seen as 
inherent in all societies and serves a “function” in keeping any society moving forward.  
The danger is not deviance itself, but maintaining a balance between small instances of 
deviant behavior and wide-spread practices supporting social norms.  The social control 
exerted against deviant behavior reinforces social norms by demonstrating the “cost” to 
be paid for their violation.  
  
From a conflict perspective (i.e., that of Karl Marx), deviance is also a product of social 
norms, but a particular product that unequally reflects the norms and values of a 
particular segment of the larger society.  In this perspective, deviant acts are defined as 
ideas and actions that challenge the systems of social hierarchy which maintain class 
power and privilege.  For example, Marxism (as a political, not sociological, theory) is 
seen in America as a set of deviant ideas about workers’ rights, inappropriate forms of 
commerce and the acceptability of social revolution.  Actions which accompany those 
ideas (such as strikes) and the new norms contained within those ideas (such as worker 
governance of business) challenge existing structures which support the authority of 
bosses in the workplace and individual leaders in state governance.  Therefore, access to 
the agents of social control (e.g., police, military forces) is disproportionately given to 
privileged classes as a means to maintain social power.  
 
From a symbolic interactionist perspective (i.e. that of G.H. Mead), deviance is created 
through interaction and the meanings attached to appearances, behaviors, and actions.  
For example, while a blind person may be considered “odd” or “unfortunate,” a 
performer such as Ray Charles can be a social icon.  Both are deviant in their physical 
ability, but the latter’s success results in a different interpretation of his physical 
limitations. 
 
Criminology is a theoretical perspective that focuses exclusively on the violation of law.  
Deviance is more inclusive as a concept, but incorporates legal violations in regards to 
studies of deviance.   
 


