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Sometimes, deviant individuals break the model of 
conventional thinking, thereby opening society to new 
and creative paths of thinking. Scientists, inventors, activ-
ists, and artists have often been rejected in their time but 
have been honored later for accomplishments that posi-
tively affected society. Famous artist Vincent van Gogh, for 
example, lived in poverty and suffered from schizophrenia. 
During his life, his artistic gifts were overlooked, but he 
became recognized as a renowned painter after his death. 
His paintings now sell for millions of dollars. Likewise, 
Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King Jr., and Mahatma 
Gandhi were once considered deviant and dangerous, but 
today, they are regarded as social justice heroes.

Thinking Sociologically
Think of examples in your life that illustrate the 
relative nature of deviance. For instance, which of 
your behaviors are deviant in one setting but not in 
another or were deviant when you were younger but 
not deviant now?

Crime: Deviance  
That Violates the Law
Governments create laws and impose formal sanctions—
punishments—for some acts of deviance, and the social dis-
approval associated with being convicted of these violations 
results in the perpetrator being identified as criminal. When 
members of society are in general agreement about the seri-
ousness of certain crimes, these acts are referred to as con-

sensus crimes (Brym and Lie 2007; Goodman and Brenner 
2002). Predatory crimes (crimes—usually violent—against 
humans, such as premeditated murder, forcible rape, and 
kidnapping for ransom) are consensus crimes in most 
nations and are described later in this chapter.

Just as what is considered deviant varies over time and 
place, so does what is regarded as criminal behavior. For 
example, at the end of the 1920s, 42 of the 48 U.S. states 
had laws forbidding interracial marriage (Coontz 2016; see 
Figure 6.1). Legislatures in half of these states removed 
those restrictions by the 1960s, but 16 states still had anti-
miscegenation laws on the books until 1967, when the 
U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Loving v. Virginia made 
these laws unconstitutional. Today, this legal ban on inter-
racial marriage has been eliminated completely, illustrat-
ing that most laws change to reflect the times and 
sentiments of the majority of people. Likewise, the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruling in 2015 that same-sex marriages 
are legal in all states reflects an extraordinary change in 
the law regarding gays and lesbians (Liptak 2015).

We now look at theoretical perspectives that help 
explain deviance, how some deviant acts become crimes, 
and what policies might control or reduce crime.

WHAT CAUSES DEVIANT 
BEHAVIOR? THEORETICAL 
PERSPECTIVES
Helena is a delinquent. Her father deserted the family 
when Helena was 10, and before that, he had abused 
Helena and her mother. Her mother has all she can cope 
with; she is just trying to survive financially and keep her 
three children in line. Helena gets little attention and little 
support or encouragement in her school activities. Her 
grades have fallen steadily. As a young teen, she sought 
attention from boys, and in the process, she became preg-
nant. Now, the only kids who have anything to do with her 
are others who have been in trouble; her friends are other 
young people who have also been labeled delinquent. 
Helena’s schoolmates, teachers, and mother see her as a 
delinquent troublemaker, and it would be hard for Helena 
to change their views and her status.

How did this happen? Helena’s situation is, of course, 
only one unique case. Sociologists cannot generalize from 
Helena to other cases, but they do know from their studies 
that there are thousands of teens with problems like 
Helena’s. We next consider some theories of deviance that 
help us recognize and explain patterns among delinquent 
teens like Helena.

Until recently, this same-sex couple would have been considered 
deviant throughout the United States. Today, the United States and 
Canada both recognize same-sex marriages.
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