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define (construct) what is deviant. As we noted earlier, 
these socially constructed definitions of deviance can 
change over time and depend on the social situation or 
context in which the behavior occurs.

If we take the same behavior and place it in a different 
social context, perceptions of whether the behavior is devi-
ant may well change. For example, in Greece, Spain, and 
other Mediterranean countries, the clothing norms on 
beaches are very different from those in most of North 
America. Topless sunbathing by women is not at all 
uncommon, even on beaches designated as family 
beaches. The norms vary, however, even within a few feet 
of the beach. Women will sunbathe topless, lying only 10 
feet from the boardwalk, where concessionaires sell  

beverages, snacks, and tourist items. If these women 
become thirsty, they cover up, walk the 10 feet to purchase 
a cola, and return to their beach blankets, where they 
again remove their tops. To walk onto the boardwalk  
topless would be considered highly deviant.

Thinking Sociologically
Have you ever dressed or styled your hair in a deviant 
way? Why? Did you have any role models to guide 
you on how to do so? If so, does this mean you really 
were not being deviant? Why, or why not? Who deter-
mines whether your clothes or hairstyle are deviant?

An individual’s status or group may be defined as devi-
ant. Some individuals have a higher likelihood of being 
labeled deviant because of the group into which they were 
born, such as a particular ethnic group, or because of a dis-
tinguishing mark or characteristic, such as a deformity. 
Others may escape being considered deviant because of 
their dominant status in society. The higher one’s status, 
the less likely that one will be suspected of violating norms 
and the less likely that any violations will be characterized 
as criminal. Who would suspect that a respectable, white-
collar husband and father is embezzling funds from his 
company?

The looting that happened following Hurricane 
Katrina was addressed differently depending on whether it 
was done by Whites or African Americans (Huddy and 
Feldman 2006; A. C. Thompson 2009). The media showed 
photos of Black “looters” who “stole food,” but the same 
media described Whites who “broke into grocery stores” in 
search of food as “resourceful.” Likewise, gays and lesbians 
are often said to be deviant and accused of flaunting their 
sexuality. Heterosexuals are rarely accused of “flaunting” 
their sexuality, regardless of how overtly flirtatious or 
underdressed they may be. So one’s group membership or 
ascribed traits may make a difference in whether one is 
defined as deviant.

Deviance can be functional for society. As struc-
tural-functionalists point out, deviance serves vital func-
tions by setting examples of unacceptable behavior, 
leading to the creation of guidelines for behavior neces-
sary to maintain social order and bonding people together 
through their common rejection of the deviant behavior. 
Deviance is also functional because it provides jobs for 
those who deal with deviants: police, judges, social work-
ers, and so forth (Gans 2007). Furthermore, deviance can 
signal problems in society that need to be addressed and 
can therefore stimulate positive change.

Dressing as a medieval knight would typically be considered deviant 
behavior, but when the setting is a Renaissance fair, it is socially 
acceptable and even expected.
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Deviance is socially constructed. Is this man deviant by virtue of his 
appearance? Why, or why not?
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