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The last adaptation to strain, according to 
Merton, is rebellion—the most complex of the 
five adaptations. Interestingly, rebels buy into 
the idea of societal goals and means, but they 
do not buy into the conventional goals and 
means currently in place. Most true rebels are 
criminals by definition, largely because they 
are trying to overthrow the established soci-
etal structure. For example, the founders of 
the United States were all rebels because they 
actively fought the governing state (English 
rule) and clearly committed treason in the 
process. Had they lost or been captured dur-
ing the American Revolution, they would 
have been executed as the criminals they were 
by law. However, because they won the war, 
they became heroes and presidents. Another 
example is Karl Marx, who will be discussed 
later in this text. He bought into the goals and 
means of society, just not those of the current 
American culture. Rather, he proposed social-
ism/communism as a means to the goal of uto-
pia. So there are many contexts in which a rebel 
can become a criminal, but sometimes rebels 
end up becoming heroes.

Merton also noted that one individual can 
represent more than one adaptation to strain. 
Perhaps the best example is the Unabomber, 
who started out as a conformist in that he 
was a respected professor at University of 
California, Berkeley, well on his way to tenure 
and promotion. He then seemed to shift to 
a retreatist state, isolating himself from soci-
ety (as mentioned above). Later, he became a 
rebel who bombed innocent people in his quest 
to implement his own goals and means—as 
described in his manifesto, which he coerced 
several national newspapers to publish (and 
which subsequently resulted in his apprehen-
sion, because his brother read it and informed 
authorities that he thought his brother had written it!).

Finally, some have applied an athletic analogy to these adaptations, which often helps 
in translating them to actual, everyday behavior.24 In a basketball game, conform-
ists will play to win, but they will always play by the rules and won’t cheat to win. 
Ritualists will play the game just because they like to play, and they don’t care about 
winning. Innovators will play to win, and they will break any rules they can to triumph 
in the game. Retreatists don’t like to play and obviously don’t care about winning. 
Finally, rebels will not like the rules on the official court, so they will try to steal the ball 
and play by their own rules on another court. Although this is a somewhat simplistic 
analogy, it is likely to help readers remember the adaptations and perhaps enable them 
to apply these ways of dealing with strain to everyday situations, such as resorting to 
criminal activity.

1. According to Merton’s theory, which type of individual
deals with strain by emphasizing the conventional goals
of success without any consideration for the conventional
means of gaining such success?

a. Ritualists

b. Conformists

c. Retreatists

d. Rebels

e. Innovators

2. According to Merton’s theory, which type of individual
deals with strain by emphasizing the conventional means
of gaining success without any consideration for the
conventional goals of such success?

a. Ritualists

b. Conformists

c. Retreatists

d. Rebels

e. Innovators

3. According to Merton’s theory, which type of individual
deals with strain by emphasizing the conventional goals of
success as well as strongly considering the conventional
means for gaining such success?

a. Ritualists

b. Conformists

c. Retreatists

d. Rebels

e. Innovators

Answers located at www.edge.sagepub.com/schram2e
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