
138      Part II: Social Structure, Processes, and Control

W afa did not stand out from the girls around her 
as she grew up, but she was destined to make 
world headlines—as the first female suicide 

bomber in the Palestinian–Israeli conflict. She was the age of 
most university students reading this book, but she never had 
an opportunity to attend college. Her task was to smuggle 
explosives across the Israeli border for the intended bomber, 
her brother. Instead, on January 27, 2002, she blew up herself 
and an Israeli soldier. She was declared a martyr, a sahida, by 
the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade, and the organization took credit 
for the attack. The group’s political leadership publicly 
approved her act, opening the way for other women to follow. 
Why did this happen? What motivated her to commit suicide 
and take another life in the process? Was she driven by ideol-
ogy to participate in the Palestinian–Israeli struggle? Were 
there social and structural factors that affected her decision? 
Most importantly, was she deviant in carrying out this act, and 
according to whom?

Wafa Idris grew up in Palestine. She was married at a 
young age but did not produce children. As a result, her hus-
band divorced her and remarried. She had no future, for 
who would want a barren, divorced woman in a society that 
values women for their purity and their childbearing ability? 
She was a burden to her family. Her way out of an impossible 
and desperate situation was to commit suicide, bringing 
honor and wealth to her family and redeeming herself in the 
process. Other women who followed Wafa have similar sto-
ries: Most shared an inability to control their own lives in 
the patriarchal (male-controlled) society (Gonzalez-Perez 
2011; Handwerk 2004; Victor 2003).

Our question is this: Are such women deviant crimi-
nal terrorists, hapless victims of terrorist groups, men-
tally ill “crazies,” invisible victims in a patriarchal 
society, or martyrs who should be honored for their acts? 
Who says so? Each of these views is held by someone 
interested in this situation. From this opening example, 
we can begin to see several complications that arise when 
defining deviance and deviants. In this chapter, we con-
sider who is deviant, under what circumstances, and in 
whose eyes.

First, we discuss deviance—the violation of social 
norms—and the social control mechanisms that keep 
most people from becoming deviant. Occasionally, most 
of us violate a norm, and depending on its importance 
and on the severity of the violation, we may or may not 
be seen as deviant. Wearing strange clothes may be seen 
as amusing and nonconformist once in a while, but you 
will be labeled deviant if you do so regularly. If enough 
people start wearing similar clothes, however, this once 
deviant act will no longer be deviant. Getting a tattoo or 
wearing skintight jeans to school are good examples of 
once deviant acts now considered normal behavior in 
many communities. We also examine crime in this chap-
ter, deviant actions for which there are formal penalties 
imposed by the government, such as fines, jail, or prison 
sentences.

You may be surprised to learn that we are all deviant at 
some times and in some places, and almost all of us have 
committed crimes. The self-test in the next “Engaging 
Sociology” illustrates this point.

  THINK ABOUT IT

Micro: Local community
Are you deviant? Who says so? Why do some people in your community become 
deviant, whereas others do not?

Meso: National institutions, 
complex organizations, and 

ethnic groups

What are the consequences of organized crime or occupational crime for large 
bureaucratic organizations?

Macro: National and global 
systems

What are the costs—and the benefits—of deviance for a nation? How can a global 
perspective on crime enhance our understanding of international and national 
criminal activities?


