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ENGAGING SOCIOLOGY
Who Is Deviant?

Please jot down your answers to the following 

self-test questions. There is no need to share your 

responses with others.

Have you ever engaged in any of the following acts?

	� stolen anything, even if its value was under $10

	 used an illegal drug

	 misused a prescription drug

	 used tobacco prior to age 18

	 drank alcohol prior to age 21

	 engaged in a fistfight

	� carried a concealed knife or gun without a  

permit

	 used a car without the owner’s permission

	� driven a car after drinking alcohol beyond the 

legal limit

	� forced someone to have sexual relations 

against her or his will

	 offered sex for money

	 damaged property worth more than $10

	 been truant from school

	 arrived home after your curfew

	� accepted or transported property that you 

had reason to believe might be stolen

	� taken a towel from a hotel room after renting 

the room for a night

All of these are delinquent acts (violations of legal 

standards), and most young people are guilty of at 

least one infraction. However, few teenagers are 

given the label of delinquent. If you answered yes 

to any of the preceding questions, you committed 

a crime in many states. Your penalty or sanction for 

the infraction could range from a stiff fine to several 

years in prison—if you got caught!

* * * * * * *

Engaging With Sociology

1.	 Do you think of yourself as deviant? Why, or 

why not?

2.	 Are deviants only those who get caught? 

For instance, if someone steals your car but 

avoids being caught, is he or she a deviant?

3.	 Who is considered deviant—and by whom?

WHAT IS DEVIANCE?
Whereas some acts, such as murder, assault, robbery, and 
rape, are considered deviant in almost every time and 
place, some deviant acts may be overlooked or even viewed 
as understandable under certain circumstances, such as 
when a family steals water and diapers from a destroyed 
supermarket after a natural disaster.

Some acts of deviance are considered serious offenses 
in one society but tolerated in another. Examples include 

prostitution, premarital or extramarital sex, gambling, 
corruption, and bribery. Even within a single society, dif-
ferent groups may define deviance and conformity quite 
differently. The state government may officially define 
alcohol consumption by 19-year-olds as deviant, but on a 
Saturday night at a fraternity party, the 19-year-old 
“brother” who does not drink may be viewed as deviant by 
his peers. What do these cases tell us about deviance?

Deviance is socially constructed and dependent on the 
time and social context. Members of groups in societies 


