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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
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point where they represent an adap-
tion to strain. These sources of sup-
port for deviant behavior are difficult
to visualize when we use terms like
“strain,” “anomie,” or “breakdown” in
discussions of the problem. Such terms
may help us explain how the social
structure creates fresh deviant poten-
tial, but they do not help us explain
how that potential is later shaped into
durable, persisting social patterns.® The
individual's need for self continuity
and the group’s offer of support are
altogether normal processes, even if
they are sometimes found in deviant
situations; and thus the study of de-
viant behavior is as much a study of
social organization as it is a study of
disorganization and anomie.

II

From a sociological standpoint, de-
viance can be defined as conduct which
is generally thought to require the at-
tention of social control agencies—
that is, conduct about which “some-
thing should be done.” Deviance is not
a property inherent in certain forms
of behavior; it is a property conferred
upon these forms by the audiences
which directly or indirectly witness
them. Sociologically, then, the critical
variable in the study of deviance is the
social awdience rather than the indi-
vidual person, since it is the audience
which eventually decides whether or
not any given action or actions will
become a visible case of deviation.

This definition may seem a little
indirect, but it has the advantage of
bringing a neglected sociological issue
into proper focus. When a community
acts to control the behavior of one of
its members, it is engaged in a very
intricate process of selection. Even a
determined miscreant conforms in
most of his daily behavior—using the

3 Cf. Daniel Glaser and Kent Rice,
“Crime, Age, and Employment,” American
S%ciologiml Review, 24 (1959), pp. 679-
86.
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correct spoon at mealtime, taking good
care of his mother, or otherwise observ-
ing the mores of his society—and if
the community elects to bring sanc-
tions against him for the occasions
when he does act offensively, it is
responding to a few deviant details
set within a vast context of proper
conduct. Thus a person may be jailed
or hospitalized for a few scattered mo-
ments of misbehavior, defined as a full-
time deviant despite the fact that he
had supplied the community with
countless other indications that he was
a decent, moral citizen. The screening
device which sifts these telling details
out of the individual's over-all per-
formance, then, is a sensitive instru-
ment of social control. It is important
to note that this screen takes a num-
ber of factors into account which are
not directly related to the deviant act
itself: it is concerned with the actor’s
social class, his past record as an of-
fender, the amount of remorse he man-
ages to convey, and many similar con-
cerns which take hold in the shifting
moods of the community. This is why
the community often overlooks be-
havior which seems technically deviant
(like certain kinds of white collar
graft) or takes sharp exception to be-
havior which seems essentially harm-
less (like certain kinds of sexual im-
propriety). It is an easily demonstrated
fact, for example, that working class
boys who steal cars are far more likely
to go to prison than upper class boys
who commit the same or even more
serious crimes, suggesting that from
the point of view of the community
lower class offenders are somehow
more deviant. To this extent, the com-
munity screen is perhaps a more rele-
vant subject for sociological research
than the actual behavior which is
filtered through it.

Once the problem is phrased in this
way, we can ask: how does a communi-
ty decide what forms of conduct should
be singled out for this kind of atten-
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tion? And why, having made this
choice, does it create special institu-
tions to deal with the persons who
enact them? The standard answer to
this question is that society sets up
the machinery of control in order to
protect itself against the “harmful”
effects of deviance, in much the same
way that an organism mobilizes its
resources to combat an invasion of
germs. At times, however, this class-
room convention only seems to make
the problem more complicated. In the
first place, as Durkheim pointed out
some years ago, it is by no means clear
that all acts considered deviant in a
culture are in fact (or even in princi-
ple) harmful to group life* And in
the second place, specialists in crime
and mental health have long suggested
that deviance can play an important
role in keeping the social order intact
—again a point we owe originally to
Durkheim.®> This has serious implica-
tions for sociological theory in general.

III

In recent years, sociological theory
has become more and more concerned
with the concept “social system”—an
organization of society’s component
parts into a form which sustains in-
ternal equilibrium, resists change, and
is boundary maintaining. Now this
concept has many abstract dimensions,
but it is generally used to describe
those forces in the social order which
promote a high level of uniformity
among human actors and a high de-
gree of symmetry within human in-
stitutions. In this sense, the concept is
normatively oriented since it directs
the observer’s attention toward those
centers in social space where the core
values of society are figuratively lo-
cated. The main organizational prin-

4 Emile Durkheim, The Division of
Labor in Society (translated by George
Simpson), Glencoe: The Free Press, 1952.
See particularly Chapter 2, Book 1.

5 Emile Durkheim, The Rules of Socio-
logical Method, op. cit.
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ciple of a system, then, is essentially a
centripetal one: it draws the behavior
of actors toward the nucleus of the
system, bringing it within range of
basic norms. Any conduct which is
neither attracted toward this nerve
center by the rewards of conformity
nor compelled toward it by other social
pressures is considered “out of control,”
which is to say, deviant.

This basic model has provided the
theme for most contemporary think-
ing about deviance, and as a result
little attention has been given to the
notion that systems operate to main-
tain boundaries. Generally speaking,
boundaries are controls which limit the
fluctuation of a system’s component
parts so that the whole retains a de-
fined range of activity—a unique pat-
tern of constancy and stability—within
the larger environment.® The range of
human behavior is potentially so great
that any social system must make clear
statements about the nature and loca-
tion of its boundaries, placing limits
on the flow of behavior so that it cir-
culates within a given cultural area.
Thus boundaries are a crucial point of
reference for persons living within any
system, a prominent concept in the
group’s special language and tradition.
A juvenile gang may define its bounda-
ries by the amount of territory it de-
fends, a professional society by the
range of subjects it discusses, a trater-
nal order by the variety of members it
accepts. But in each case, members
share the same idea as to where the
group begins and ends in social space
and know what kinds of experience
“belong” within this domain.

For all its apparent abstractness, a
social system is organized around the
movements of persons joined together
in regular social relations. The only
material found in a system for mark-
ing boundaries, then, is the behavior
of its participants; and the form of be-

6 Cf. Talcott Parsons, The Social System,
op. cit.



