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Abstract. Deviant behavior refers to actions or behaviors that violate societal norms 

or expectations. This behavior can range from mild infractions to serious criminal acts, 

and it plays a crucial role in the dynamics of social control and the functioning of 

societies. This article explores the nature of deviant behavior, its causes, types, and 

how societies react to such behavior. Understanding deviant behavior is essential to 

improve social cohesion, prevent crime, and foster healthy communities. 

 

Introduction. Deviant behavior is any action, thought, or condition that violates the 

societal norms and values of a given social group or society. This concept is crucial in 

the field of sociology and psychology because it provides insight into the interactions 

between individuals and the social structure. What is considered deviant behavior in 

one culture or time period may be seen as acceptable in another, highlighting the fluid 

nature of societal norms. 

In any society, rules, laws, and conventions are established to maintain order, and 

deviant behavior challenges these expectations. Sociologists and psychologists have 

studied deviant behavior to understand its causes, implications, and the social 

mechanisms designed to control it. 

Theories of Deviant Behavior. Several theoretical frameworks exist to explain 

deviant behavior: 

1. Strain Theory (Robert K. Merton): Merton's Strain Theory posits that deviance 

occurs when there is a discrepancy between culturally approved goals and the means 

available to achieve them. When individuals cannot meet societal expectations through 

legitimate channels, they may resort to deviant behavior. 

2. Social Learning Theory (Edwin H. Sutherland): This theory suggests that 

deviant behavior is learned through interactions with others. Individuals learn the 

values, norms, and behaviors of their peer groups, and if these groups condone deviant 

actions, the individual is more likely to adopt such behaviors. 

3. Labeling Theory (Howard Becker): Labeling Theory focuses on the societal 

reaction to deviance. It argues that once a person is labeled as deviant, they may 
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internalize this label and continue to engage in deviant behavior. The theory highlights 

the power of societal labels in shaping an individual's identity and behavior. 

4. Control Theory (Travis Hirschi): According to Hirschi, individuals are 

naturally inclined to deviate from societal norms, but various social controls (family, 

school, peer groups) prevent them from doing so. When these controls are weak or 

absent, the likelihood of deviance increases. 

Types of Deviant Behavior. Deviant behavior can be categorized into different types: 

1. Primary Deviance: This refers to minor acts of deviance that do not have a long-

lasting effect on an individual's identity. Primary deviance may be unnoticed by others 

or excused as isolated incidents. 

2. Secondary Deviance: Secondary deviance occurs when the individual 

internalizes the label of "deviant" and continues to engage in deviant behavior. This 

often follows the societal reaction to primary deviance, which may include 

stigmatization or social exclusion. 

3. Criminal Deviance: Criminal deviance involves behavior that violates legal 

statutes, such as theft, assault, or drug abuse. This type of deviance is typically 

addressed by the criminal justice system, with punishments ranging from fines to 

imprisonment. 

4. Non-criminal Deviance: Non-criminal deviance refers to actions that break 

social norms but do not involve illegal activities. Examples include unconventional 

fashion choices, eccentric behavior, or non-traditional family structures. Although not 

punishable by law, these behaviors can lead to social stigma. 

Causes of Deviant Behavior. Deviant behavior can result from a variety of factors: 

1. Socialization: The way individuals are socialized influences their behavior. If a 

person is raised in an environment where deviant behavior is normalized or accepted, 

they are more likely to engage in similar behaviors. 

2. Social Inequality: Economic and social inequalities contribute to deviant 

behavior. Those who lack access to legitimate opportunities may resort to deviance, 

either out of necessity or to gain social recognition. 

3. Psychological Factors: Psychological conditions, such as personality disorders, 

can lead to deviant behavior. However, mental illness alone does not always explain 

deviance, as many people with psychological disorders do not engage in deviant 

actions. 

4. Cultural and Societal Norms: What is considered deviant behavior is often 

culturally relative. Behaviors deemed acceptable in one society may be viewed as 
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deviant in another. This is evident in the way certain practices, such as marriage 

customs or dress codes, vary across cultures. 

Consequences and Responses to Deviant Behavior. Societies have various ways of 

responding to deviant behavior: 

1. Social Control: To maintain order, societies develop formal and informal 

mechanisms of social control. These include laws, regulations, and institutional 

structures such as the police and judiciary system. Social control also operates through 

informal means, such as family expectations or peer pressure. 

2. Stigmatization: Deviants often face stigmatization, a process in which they are 

labeled as "outsiders" or "undesirables." This social exclusion can reinforce deviant 

behavior by limiting opportunities for social integration. 

3. Deviance and Social Change: In some instances, deviant behavior leads to 

social change. For example, protests and civil disobedience, which may initially be 

seen as deviant, can challenge outdated laws and practices, leading to reforms. 

Historical movements such as the Civil Rights Movement in the United States and the 

Women's Liberation Movement were initially considered deviant but played a crucial 

role in societal transformation. 

Conclusion. Deviant behavior is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon that can 

have significant social, psychological, and legal implications. By examining the 

various causes, types, and responses to deviance, we can better understand the 

dynamics of societal control and the mechanisms that shape behavior. While deviance 

is often viewed negatively, it also serves as a catalyst for social change and highlights 

the evolving nature of cultural norms and values. 
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