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Throughout history, people have proposed explana-
tions for why some members of society “turn bad”—from 
biological explanations of imbalances in hormones and 
claims of innate personality defects to social conditions 
within individual families or in the larger social structure. 
Biological and psychological approaches focus on person-
ality disorders or abnormalities in the body or psyche of 
individuals, but they generally do not consider the social 
context in which deviance occurs.

Sociologists place emphasis on understanding the inter-
actions, social structure, and social processes that lead to 
deviant behavior, rather than on individual characteristics. 
They consider the socialization process and interpersonal 
relationships, group and social class differences, cultural 
and subcultural norms, and power structures that influence 
individuals to conform to or deviate from societal expecta-
tions. Theoretical explanations about why people are deviant 
influence social policy decisions and strategies to curb devi-
ant behavior and deal with deviants.

Some theories explain particular types of crime better 
than others (say, theft, as opposed to sexual assault), just as 
some illuminate micro-, meso-, or macro-level processes 
better than others. Taken together, these theories help us 
understand a wide range of deviant and criminal behaviors.

Micro-Level  
Explanations of Deviance
No one is born deviant. Individuals learn to be law-abiding 
citizens or to be deviant through the process of socializa-
tion. Why do some people learn to become deviant and 
others learn to follow the norms of society? Symbolic 
interaction and rational choice theories focus primarily on 
micro-level answers to this question.

Symbolic Interaction Approaches to Deviance: 
Differential Association.  Symbolic interactionists 
focus on how our interactions with others influence 

FIGURE 6.1  Historical Restrictions on Interracial Marriage in the United States
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Source: Wallenstein (2002). Map by Anna Versluis.


