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problems created by the societal reaction to primary deviation. In effect, the 
original “causes” of the deviation recede and give way to the central impor-
tance of the disapproving, degradational, and isolating reactions of society.24

A person engaging in secondary deviant behavior uses this behavior as a way to defend 
against, or adjust to, the various problems related to the social reactions to his or her 
primary deviance.

The sequence of interaction that results in secondary deviation essentially consists of 
the following: (1) primary deviation; (2) social penalties; (3) further primary deviation; 
(4) stronger penalties and rejections; (5) further deviation, possibly with hostilities and
resentment toward those imposing the penalties; (6) crisis reaching the tolerance quotient, 
expressed in formal action by the community stigmatizing the deviant; (7) strengthening
of the deviant conduct as a reaction to the stigmatizing and penalties; and (8) ultimate
acceptance of the deviant social status and efforts at adjusting to the associated role.25

(See Figure 11.1 for an example of the process of secondary deviation.) A key aspect of
secondary deviance is not only society’s reaction to the individual’s behavior but also the
individual’s response to that reaction. According to this perspective, when the societal
reaction and label are integrated into an individual’s self-image, they will likely lead to
the amplification of deviance.

Howard S. Becker: The Dimensions of Deviance
In 1963, another major contribution to the labeling perspective was Howard S. Becker’s 
Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance. Becker argued that the term outsiders 
refers to those individuals considered by others to be deviant; these labeled individuals are 
deemed to be “outside” the circle of the “normal” members of the group.26 Furthermore, 
deviance is created by society. Social groups create deviance by making the rules, whose 
infraction is considered deviance, and by applying those rules to particular people and 
labeling them as outsiders.27 A key aspect to labeling deviance is realizing that certain 
groups have the power to impose rules, and subsequently labels, on other groups. This 
power differential results in groups with this “authority” to designate other individuals 
as deviants and outsiders.

Becker argued that deviance has two dimensions. One dimension is that only those 
behaviors considered deviant by others are truly deviant. The second dimension is 
whether a behavior or an act conforms to a certain rule. With this conceptual framework, 
Becker developed a typology of deviant behavior (see Table 11.1). Two of the four types 
of behavior are both correctly perceived by society. A person engaging in conforming 
behavior obeys the rules, and society perceives that person as obeying the rules. At the 
other extreme, the pure deviant is an individual who disobeys the rules and is perceived 
by society as doing so.

secondary deviance: 
in labeling theory, the 
more serious, frequent 
offending people commit 
after they have been 
caught and labeled as 
offenders.

pure deviant: based 
on Becker’s typology, an 
individual who disobeys 
the rules and is perceived 
as doing so.

falsely accused: based 
on Becker’s typology, 
when an individual 
has been identified as 
disobeying the rules but 
did not violate the rules.

secret deviant: based 
on Becker’s typology, an 
individual who violates the 
rules of society but elicits 
no reaction from society.

OBEDIENT BEHAVIOR RULE-BREAKING BEHAVIOR

Perceived as deviant Falsely accused Pure deviant

Not perceived as deviant Conforming Secret deviant

Typology of Deviant Behavior
TABLE 11.1

Source: Becker, H. S. (1963). Outsiders: Studies in the sociology of deviance. New York: Free Press, p. 20.




