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matters. How she attains that success does  
not matter.

3.	 Ritualism involves strict adherence to the cul-
turally prescribed rules, even though individu-
als give up on the goals they hoped to achieve. 
The student may give up the idea of getting 
good grades and going to college but, as a 
matter of pride and self-image, continues to 
try hard and to attend school. She conforms 
to expectations, but with no sense of purpose. 
She just does what she is told.

4.	 Retreatism refers to giving up on both the 
goals and the means. The student either bides 
her time, not doing well, or drops out, giving up 
on future job goals. She abandons or retreats 
from the goals of a professional position in 
society and the means to get there. She may 
even turn to a different lifestyle—for example, 
becoming a user of drugs and alcohol—as part 
of the retreat.

5.	 Rebellion entails rejecting socially approved 
ideas of success and the means of attaining 
that success. It replaces those with alternative 
definitions of success and alternative strate-
gies for attaining new goals. Rebelling against 
the dominant cultural goals and means, a stu-
dent may leave her family, abandon thoughts 
of college and a profession, and join a radical 
political or religious group or become a terror-
ist, seeking to destabilize the government and 
establish a new type of society.

Deviant behavior results from retreatism, rebellion, 
and innovation. According to Merton, the reasons why 
individuals resort to these behaviors lie in the social 
conditions that prevent access to success, not in  
their individual biological or psychological makeup 
(Merton 1968).

The structural-functional approaches to deviance 
focus on what occurs if deviance disrupts the ongoing 
social order. They explore what causes deviance, how 
to prevent disruptions, how to keep change slow and 
nondisruptive, and how deviance can be useful to the 
ongoing society. However, anomie and strain theories 
fail to account for class conflicts, inequities, and pov-
erty, which conflict theorists argue cause deviance.

Conflict Theory of Deviance. As you will recall 
from previous chapters, conflict theorists assume that  
conflict among groups is inevitable. Conflict theory 

in the structures of society may contradict and under-
mine the goals and aspirations society encourages for 
its members, creating strains that lead to deviance.

Strain theory suggests that the gap between an 
individual’s or a society’s goals and the legitimate ways 
of attaining those goals—the means—can lead to strain 
in the society (Merton 1968). Individuals may agree 
with the society’s goals for success (say, financial afflu-
ence) but may not be able to achieve them using the 
socially acceptable means of achieving that success. 
The strain created can lead to deviance. Merton uses 
U.S. society as an example because it places a heavy 
emphasis on success as measured by wealth and 
social standing. He outlines five ways by which indi-
viduals adapt to the strain. Figure 6.1 shows these five 
types and their relationship to goals and means. 

To further illustrate strain theory, we trace the 
choices of a lower-class student who realizes the 
value of an education and knows it is necessary to 
get ahead, but has problems finding time to study 
because she has to work many hours a week to help 
support her family.

1.	 Conformity means embracing the society’s 
definition of success and adhering to the 
established and approved means of achieving 
success. The student works hard despite the 
obstacles, pulling all-nighters and trying to do 
well in school to achieve success and a good 
job placement. She uses legitimate, approved 
means—education and hard work—to reach 
goals that the society views as worthy.

2.	 Innovation refers to the use of illicit means to 
reach approved goals. Our student uses illegit-
imate means to achieve her education goals. 
She may cheat on exams or get papers from 
Internet sources. Success in school is all that 
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FIGURE 6.1  Merton’s Strain Theory




