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It is general practice in sociology to
regard deviant behavior as an alien ele-
ment in society. Deviance is considered
a vagrant form of human activity, mov-
ing outside the more orderly currents
of social life. And since this type of
aberration could only occur (in
theory) if something were wrong with-
in the social organization itself, de-
viant behavior is described almost as
if it were leakage from machinery in
poor condition: it is an accidental re-
sult of disorder and anomie, a symp-
tom of internal breakdown.

The purpose of the following re-
marks will be to review this conven-
tional outlook and to argue that it
provides too narrow a framework for
the study of deviant behavior. Devia-
tion, we will suggest, recalling Durk-
heim’s classic statement on the subject,
can often be understood as a normal
product of stable institutions, a vital
resource which is guarded and pre-
served by forces found in all human
organizations.!

I

According to current theory, deviant
behavior is most likely to occur when
the sanctions governing conduct in
any given setting seem to be contra-
dictory.? This would be the case, for
example, if the work rules posted by
a company required one course of ac-
tion from its employees and the longer-
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range policies of the company required
quite another. Any situation marked
by this kind of ambiguity, of course,
can pose a serious dilemma for the in-
dividual: if he is careful to observe
one set of demands imposed upon him,
he runs the immediate risk of violat-
ing some other, and thus may find
himself caught in a deviant stance no
matter how earnestly he tries to avoid
it. In this limited sense, deviance can
be regarded a “normal” human re-
sponse to “abnormal” social conditions,
and the sociologist is therefore invited
to assume that some sort of pathology
exists within the social structure when-
ever deviant behavior makes an ap-
pearance.

This general approach is clearly
more concerned with the eziology of
deviant behavior than with its con-
tinuing social Aistory—and as a result
it often draws sociological attention
away from an important area of in-
quiry. It may be safe to assume that
naive acts of deviance, such as first
criminal offenses, are provoked by
strains in the local situation. But this
is only the beginning of a much longer
story, for deviant activities can gener-
ate a good deal of momentum once
they are set into motion: they develop
forms of organization, persist over
time, and sometimes remain intact
long after the strains which originally
produced them have disappeared. In
this respect, deviant activities are often
absorbed into the main tissue of society
and derive support from the same
forces which stabilize other forms of
social life. There are persons in so-
ciety, for example, who make career
commitments to deviant styles of con-
duct, impelled by some inner need for
continuity rather than by any urgen-
cies in the immediate social setting.
There are groups in society which
actively encourage new deviant trends,
often prolonging them beyond the



