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and (c) strain theory, which shows that the difference 
between definitions of success (goals) in a society and the 
means available to achieve those goals can lead to deviant 
behavior.

Structural-Functional Approaches to Deviance: 
Social Control.  One of sociology’s central concepts is 
social control—why people obey norms (Hagan 2011). If 
human beings were truly free to do whatever they wanted, 
they would likely commit more deviant acts. Yet to live 
near others and with others requires individuals to control 
their behaviors based on social norms and sanctions—in 
short, social control. Social control theory examines the 
processes a society or a group uses to ensure conformity 
to its norms and expectations.

The roots of social control theory can be traced back to 
Durkheim’s work on suicide (Meier 2016). Recall that 
Durkheim noted that people who have more social attach-
ments are less likely to commit suicide than those who 
have fewer social connections. Those who are less bonded 
to society are more likely to commit deviant acts, such as 
suicide. Travis Hirschi built on Durkheim’s work on sui-
cide to develop social control theory.

Control theory contends that people are bonded to 
others by four powerful factors:

1.	 Attachment to other people who 
respect the values and rules of the 
society. Individuals do not want to 
be rejected by those to whom they 
are close or whom they admire.

2.	 Commitment to conventional 
activities (such as school and jobs) 
that they do not want to jeopardize.

3.	 Involvement in activities that keep 
them so busy with conventional 
roles and expectations that they do 
not have time for mischief.

4.	 Belief in the social rules of their 
culture, which they accept because 
of their childhood socialization 
and indoctrination into those con-
ventional beliefs.

These factors decrease the likelihood 
that a person will commit deviant acts 
(Hirschi [1969] 2002).

In addition to these factors, social con-
trol theorists point out that two primary 
forces shape our tendency to conform. The 

first is internal controls—those voices within us that tell us 
when a behavior is acceptable or unacceptable, right or 
wrong. The second is external controls—society’s formal or 
informal controls against deviant behavior. Informal exter-
nal controls include smiles; frowns; hugs; and ridicule from 
family members, friends, and close acquaintances 
(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). Formal external controls 
come from the legal system through police, judges, juries, 
and social workers. Societies can influence both forces 
through societal institutions (e.g., family, education, and 
government) that teach us the norms of society (which we 
internalize) and punish those who violate the norms.

Structural-Functional Approaches to Deviance: 
Anomie.  Sociologists use the term anomie, or the state of 
normlessness that occurs when rules for behavior in society 
break down under extreme stress from rapid social change 
or conflict (Merton 1968). Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) 
first described this normlessness as a condition of weak, 
conflicting, or absent norms and the changes in values that 
arise when societies are disorganized. As discussed in 
Chapter 5, this situation is typical in rapidly urbanizing, 
industrializing societies; at times of sudden prosperity or 
depression; during rapid technological change; during a 
war; or when a government is overthrown.

The autocratic Yemeni president, Abd Rabbuh Mansur Hadi, claimed that the recent 
protests against him were leading to anomie and general social chaos. In the picture 
above, Yemeni army soldiers try to stop antigovernment protesters. Hadi temporarily 
resigned in January 2015 under siege by a rebel group called the Houthis. Social order 
or stability has been an issue since that time.
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