define deviance in psychology

define deviance in psychology is a multifaceted concept that explores
behaviors, thoughts, and emotions that diverge from societal norms and
expectations. In psychology, deviance is not inherently negative; rather, it
provides insights into the complexities of human behavior and the varying
perceptions of what is deemed acceptable or unacceptable in different
contexts. This article will delve into the definition of deviance, its
historical context, the various theories that explain deviant behavior, and
the implications of deviance in psychology. By the end of this exploration,
you will have a comprehensive understanding of how deviance is
conceptualized, measured, and understood within psychological frameworks.
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Understanding Deviance in Psychology

In psychology, defining deviance involves examining behaviors that
significantly differ from societal norms. These behaviors can be criminal,
such as theft or assault, or non-criminal, like eccentric fashion choices or
offbeat hobbies. The context is crucial; what is considered deviant in one
culture or time period may be perfectly acceptable in another. For example,
in some societies, tattoos may be seen as a form of self-expression, while in
others, they may be viewed as rebellious or deviant.

Deviance can be categorized into different types: primary deviance, which
refers to initial acts of rule-breaking, and secondary deviance, which occurs
when a person internalizes the label of deviant and begins to act
accordingly. This labeling can have profound effects on an individual’s
identity and self-perception, leading to a cycle of further deviance.
Understanding these distinctions is essential for psychologists who aim to
address the underlying factors contributing to deviant behavior.



Historical Perspectives on Deviance

The concept of deviance has evolved significantly over time. In ancient
societies, deviance was often associated with supernatural beliefs and moral
judgments. Deviant individuals were sometimes perceived as possessed or
punished by the gods. As societies progressed, the focus shifted from
supernatural explanations to more rational, scientific understandings of
deviance.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, early sociologists like Emile
Durkheim began to study deviance as a social phenomenon. Durkheim posited
that deviance plays a critical role in society, helping to delineate
acceptable behavior and promoting social cohesion. His work laid the
groundwork for contemporary theories of deviance, highlighting the importance
of social structure and cultural norms in shaping behavior.

Theoretical Frameworks Explaining Deviance

Several theories exist within psychology and sociology that seek to explain
the causes and implications of deviant behavior. These frameworks help
researchers and practitioners understand why individuals might engage in
activities that defy social norms.

Labeling Theory

Labeling theory is a significant perspective in understanding deviance. It
posits that the labels society assigns to individuals can influence their
self-identity and behavior. When a person is labeled as deviant, they may
internalize that label, leading to secondary deviance. For instance, a
teenager caught shoplifting might be labeled as a “thief,” which could shape
their self-perception and lead them to engage in further delinquent behavior.

Strain Theory

Developed by sociologist Robert K. Merton, strain theory suggests that
deviance arises when there is a disconnect between societal goals and the
means available to achieve them. For example, individuals from disadvantaged
backgrounds may resort to theft or drug dealing as alternative pathways to
achieve financial success when legitimate means are blocked. This theory
emphasizes the role of social inequality in shaping deviant behavior.

Social Learning Theory

Social learning theory, proposed by Albert Bandura, posits that deviant
behavior is learned through observation and interaction with others. People



may adopt deviant behaviors by modeling those they observe in their social
environment, particularly if they see those behaviors rewarded. This
perspective highlights the importance of peer influence and societal
interactions in the development of deviant behaviors.

Control Theory

Control theory, primarily associated with Travis Hirschi, asserts that strong
social bonds and attachments to conventional society can inhibit deviant
behavior. According to this theory, individuals are less likely to engage in
deviance if they have strong ties to family, friends, and community.
Conversely, weak social ties may lead individuals to explore deviant
pathways. This theory emphasizes the significance of social integration and
community support in reducing deviance.

The Role of Culture and Society

Culture plays a vital role in defining what is considered deviant behavior.
Norms and values vary significantly across different societies and
subcultures, influencing perceptions of deviance. For instance, behaviors
that are celebrated in one culture might be condemned in another. This
cultural relativity is crucial for understanding deviance as a fluid and
context-dependent concept.

Additionally, societal changes and shifts in attitudes can alter what is
considered deviant over time. For example, attitudes toward LGBTQ+
individuals have evolved in many societies, leading to greater acceptance and
understanding of diverse sexual orientations and identities that were once
labeled as deviant. This evolution demonstrates the dynamic nature of
deviance and the importance of considering cultural and historical contexts
when studying it.

Impacts of Deviance on Individuals and Society

Deviance can have profound implications for both individuals and society. For
individuals, engaging in deviant behavior can lead to stigmatization,
isolation, and negative impacts on mental health. Those labeled as deviant
may face discrimination in various aspects of life, including employment
opportunities and social relationships. The internalization of a deviant
identity can also perpetuate a cycle of deviance, as individuals may feel
trapped in their roles.

On a societal level, deviance can serve both positive and negative functions.
While it can lead to social change and the questioning of outdated norms, it
can also contribute to social unrest and conflict. Deviant groups may
challenge the status quo, prompting society to reevaluate its norms and



values. This interaction between deviance and societal change illustrates the
complexity of human behavior and the need for a nuanced understanding of
deviance.

Conclusion

Understanding how to define deviance in psychology requires a multifaceted
approach that considers historical, cultural, and theoretical perspectives.
Deviance is not merely about breaking rules; it encompasses a spectrum of
behaviors influenced by a myriad of factors, including societal norms,
individual experiences, and cultural contexts. By examining deviance through
various lenses, psychologists and sociologists can gain deeper insights into
human behavior and the societal structures that shape it. The ongoing
dialogue about deviance is essential for fostering understanding and
addressing the root causes of behaviors that challenge societal norms.

Q: What is the definition of deviance in psychology?

A: In psychology, deviance refers to behaviors, thoughts, and emotions that
significantly differ from societal norms and expectations. It encompasses a
range of actions that can be considered either criminal or non-criminal,
depending on cultural and contextual factors.

Q: How does labeling theory explain deviance?

A: Labeling theory suggests that when society labels an individual as
deviant, that label can influence their self-identity and behavior. This can
lead to secondary deviance, where the individual internalizes the deviant
label and continues to engage in rule-breaking behaviors.

Q: What are some examples of deviant behavior?

A: Examples of deviant behavior include criminal acts like theft and assault,
as well as non-criminal behaviors such as unusual fashion choices or
unconventional lifestyles. What is considered deviant can vary widely across
different cultures and time periods.

Q: How does culture influence perceptions of
deviance?

A: Culture plays a crucial role in defining deviance, as norms and values
differ across societies. Behaviors accepted in one culture may be viewed as
deviant in another, illustrating the context-dependent nature of deviance.



Q: What is strain theory and how does it relate to
deviance?

A: Strain theory posits that deviance occurs when there is a disconnect
between societal goals and the means available to achieve them. Individuals
facing barriers to success may resort to deviant behaviors as alternative
pathways to meet societal expectations.

Q: What impact can deviance have on mental health?

A: Engaging in deviant behavior can lead to stigmatization and isolation,
negatively affecting an individual's mental health. Feelings of shame, quilt,
and low self-esteem may result from being labeled as deviant, perpetuating a
cycle of further deviance.

Q: Can deviance lead to social change?

A: Yes, deviance can lead to social change by challenging existing norms and
prompting society to reevaluate its values. Deviant groups may advocate for
new perspectives, ultimately contributing to shifts in societal understanding
and acceptance.

Q: What are primary and secondary deviance?

A: Primary deviance refers to initial acts of rule-breaking that do not
result in the individual being labeled as deviant. Secondary deviance occurs
when the individual internalizes the label of deviant, leading to further
rule-breaking behavior.

Q: How does social learning theory explain deviant
behavior?

A: Social learning theory posits that deviant behavior is learned through
observation and interaction within social contexts. Individuals may adopt
deviant behaviors by modeling those they see being rewarded in their
environment.

Q: What role do social bonds play in deviance
according to control theory?
A: Control theory suggests that strong social bonds and attachments to

conventional society inhibit deviant behavior. Individuals with strong ties
to family and community are less likely to engage in deviance, while weak



social ties may lead to exploration of deviant pathways.
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