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Imagine you grew up in a small village where your fam-
ily and all those around you have been farmers for as far 
back as anyone can remember. You were raised to become 
one yourself and thought you would raise your children to 
become farmers as well. Over the past few years, though, 
due to climate change, the rains have not come, and the 
fields no longer support crops. You have no choice but to 
leave everyone and everything you have ever known to try 
to find work in the nearest city. This may thrust you into a 
situation where norms of interaction—including mutual 
support and friendliness—are very different, and you 
might feel like you are in a different country.

Millions of people are now living out similar stories. 
Villagers in industrializing countries in Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America find themselves pushed off marginally pro-
ductive rural lands and pulled into rapidly expanding cities 
to seek better lives and means for survival. They hope to 
find good jobs in these urban areas, but when they arrive, 
they often face disappointment. Poor, unskilled, and 
homeless, they move into crowded apartments or shanty-
towns of temporary shacks and try to adjust to the new 
style of life, which often includes unemployment. Old vil-
lage norms that have provided the guidelines for proper 
behavior crumble, sometimes without clear expectations 
emerging to take their places. The lack of clear norms in 
the rapidly changing urban environment leads to high lev-
els of social disorganization and deviant behavior.

This general idea of anomie led a group of Chicago soci-
ologists to study the social conditions of that city that cor-
relate with deviance. The Chicago School, as the research 
team is known, linked life in transitional slum areas to the 
high incidence of crime. Certain neighborhoods or zones in 
the Chicago area—generally inner-city transitional zones 
with recent settlers—have always had high delinquency 
rates, regardless of the group that occupied the area. Low 
economic status, ethnic heterogeneity, residential mobil-
ity, family disruption, and competing value systems 
(because of the constant transitions) led to community dis-
organization. Although new immigrant groups have 
replaced the older groups over time, the delinquency rate 
has remained high because each generation of newcomers 
experiences anomie (C. Shaw and McKay 1929).

Structural Functional Approaches to Deviance: 
Strain.  What happens when you know what your goal is 
but you cannot find a socially acceptable path to reach it? 
How do you proceed? Strain theory contends that the 
opportunity or limitations embedded in the structures  
of society may contradict and undermine the goals and 

aspirations society encourages for its members, creating 
strains that lead to deviance.

Strain theory suggests that the gap between an indivi
dual’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 affluence) 
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 suc-
cess, as measured by wealth and social standing. He out-
lines five ways by which individuals adapt to the strain. 
Figure 6.2 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 educa-
tion and knows it is necessary to get ahead but has prob-
lems 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 defini-
tion of success and adhering to the established  
and approved means of achieving success. The stu-
dent 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 legiti-
mate, 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 illegiti-
mate means to achieve her education goals. She 
cheats on exams or gets papers from Internet 
sources. Success in school is all that matters. How 
she attains that success does not matter.

FIGURE 6.2  Merton’s Strain Theory
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