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Preface

How people respond to undesirable or deviant conditions such as
illness or crime has always been of great interest to scientific disciplines
such as sociology, social psychology, anthropology, history, or political
science. Inescapably, the way these responses are studied and under-
stood is influenced by prevailing explanatory concepts, and character-
istic features of social control in the society in which scientists happen
to live. Thus in modern Western society, the common and social psy-
chological vocabulary used to describe responses to deviance strongly
favors terms such as stereotype, prejudice, labeling, stigmatization, or dis-
crimination to emphasize that these responses are primarily derived
from mental constructions and malicious motives, and that deviant
conditions themselves rarely pose objective problems for society and
hence demand behavioral responses. These descriptions also reflect the
fact that current Western society basically values tolerance or self-
control as the major way of responding to deviance, while delegating
the actual work of prevention, conflict resolution, punishment, or heal-
ing to formal institutions such as the police, court rooms, or centers for
disease control and health promotion.

Although we believe that tolerance is a great good in our modern
individualistic society, we have become increasingly concerned with
certain theoretical and practical disadvantages when responses to
deviance or social control are primarily analyzed in terms of modern
forms of tolerance and its psychological aspects. From such a perspec-
tive, people’s main business when encountering deviance seems to be
to suppress their negative feelings, feel guilty about them, and intensify
their normal degree of “civil inattention,” to borrow an expression from
Erving Goffman. Many social scientists consider perceptions and
thoughts that directly address deviance, and failures to control success-
fully the associated negative feelings, as evidence for intolerance or
stigmatization; whereas expressions of positive feelings tend to be seen
as mere compliance with norms and insincere. Unfortunately, such a
view prevents one from understanding the motivational implications
of different types of deviance, and the social function of accurately
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perceiving and distinguishing them, and from attempting to classify
the multitude of potentially deviant conditions in meaningful ways.
Indeed, what we see is that deviant conditions are usually treated as
interchangeable and merely as objects for illustrating general psycho-
logical processes (e.g., information processing) that seem to have little
basis in the reality of everyday social control processes.

There also is a practical disadvantage of not clearly distinguishing
tolerance from other types of social control, such as the repair of relation-
ships on the basis of realistic perceptions of deviance, or stigmatization
and social exclusion. Specifically, programs that are aimed at stigma
reduction may violate people’s basic needs to engage in repair and
may also make certain functional forms of social control such as crime
and illness prevention less effective. Conversely, programs focusing on
improving the prevention and reduction of crime or illness may unwit-
tingly increase stigmatization. For example, current health promotion
efforts that use ill people or people “at risk” for certain illnesses as “bad
examples,” may need to reconsider their potentially stigmatizing strate-
gies in light of the increasing number of people in society who are unable
to stay healthy, such as the elderly or chronically ill.

In struggling with these theoretical and practical issues, we have
found it useful to start our psychological analysis of responding to
deviance or social control in a very basic manner, adopting an evolu-
tionary perspective according to which deviance should be seen as a
threat to fitness or reproductive success. Specifically, we asked our-
selves what the basic types of deviance are that any society, from
hunter-gatherer to modern Western ones, needs to adaptively prevent
or reduce; and which psychological mechanisms would enable or
motivate individuals to generate these adaptive responses. We arrived
at a remarkably small number of universal types of deviance (e.g.,
relatively active ones such as crime or mental illness versus relatively
passive ones such as physical illness or neediness) and of underlying
motivational mechanisms related to experiencing anger, fear, and care/
tenderness in response to these types. To our excitement, we discovered
that alone or in combination, these mechanisms, in interaction with
personal, cultural, historical, and situational influences, could very well
explain the great variation in thinking, feeling, and behaving with
respect to individuals associated with deviance.

Our psychological analysis also allowed us to better distinguish
between three basic types of responding to deviance or social control
that seem characteristic for different societies or cultures: repair (chara-
cteristic for small groups of individuals related through kinship or
other affective ties), stigmatization (typical for hierarchically organized
societies, and for serious and permanent forms of deviance within large
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societies), and tolerance (typical for egalitarian and individualistic
Western societies). Practically, our approach implies that attempts to
develop interventions to reduce stigmatization first have to establish
what type of social control one would like to target (is there really
evidence for stigmatization?), and with what type of social control it
should be replaced (with more tolerance or repair of relationships?).
What our classification of deviant conditions and distinction between
types of social control implies for the well-being and coping of people
associated with deviant conditions or stigmas is also examined.

Most studies discussed in this book are taken from the field of social
psychology and psychology in general. However, in our endeavor to
test the generality of our theory, we also cover material from many
other disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, biology, and history.
We cannot claim expertise in all those different fields and recognize that
our use of sources from these disciplines may have been somewhat
selective.

Because of its integrative nature, we hope this book will be of interest
to students of a variety of scientific disciplines studying deviance, as
well as to lay persons and practitioners desiring to gain a deeper under-
standing of the psychological basis of social control and of opportu-
nities to influence its potentially harmful consequences. Although
sometimes, our treatment of certain issues may be somewhat technical,
we hope this will not discourage the reader from continuing until an
impression is formed of the whole approach and its merits, including
the practical implications outlined in the final chapter.

We finally note that in discussing the large number of physical,
mental, and behavioral conditions that people may consider deviant,
we tried to select descriptive terms that would be generally agreeable
and non-offensive, sometimes using the different available terms
interchangeably. However, as these terms quickly tend to change as a
consequence of medical knowledge, normative considerations, or
“political correctness,” we may not have been entirely successful in
adopting a vocabulary that is acceptable to all.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

1.1 Introduction

People are regularly confronted with a wide variety of features and
behaviors in others that they may find undesirable or deviant, such as a
bleeding wound, a missing leg, a harelip, depression, bullying, leprosy,
cowardice, theft, unwillingness to work, low intelligence, or some
threatening feature of a racial or ethnic minority or outgroup, to
name only a few examples. Different deviant conditions may evoke
different kinds of responses. For example, individuals who display
selfish behavior such as hurting others, stealing property, or lack of
motivation to cooperate, tend to be punished; others who are incapable
of cooperating and contributing to group life due to illness or injury,
usually receive care and medical treatment; and still others with abnor-
mal facial features, may primarily evoke fear and avoidance rather
than punishment or care and protection. Furthermore, the same deviant
condition may also trigger widely different responses in different situa-
tions, historical periods, and cultures, ranging from extreme moral
outrage and harsh physical punishment to “softer” treatment and for-
giveness, and from extreme tenderness and care to “less soft” and more
aggressive and authoritative forms of nurturance and therapy.
Pretending not to be affected by a particular deviant condition, and
the suppression and indirect expression of one’s emotional reactions to
the condition, or the consistent avoidance of a deviant individual in
order to prevent experiencing these emotions, may be considered as
further variants of how individuals respond to deviance.

The main goals of this book on responding to deviance can be sum-
marized in three words: classification, explanation, and application.
The general goal of this book is to present a theory that enables us
to classify the many deviant conditions that are possible, to explain
people’s responses to them, and to indicate how this theory can be
applied in influencing these responses. In our approach, classification
and explanation are closely linked scientific activities. Specifically, in
explaining responses to deviance, we will look for a limited set of

1



2 Stigmatization, tolerance and repair

universal psychological mechanisms that cause people to respond in
the way that they do. For example, we will argue that some deviant
conditions activate a psychological response mechanism that causes
people to experience fear and hence motivates them to protect them-
selves against the deviant individual. In contrast, other deviant condi-
tions may activate in people a mechanism for feeling tenderness and a
tendency to protect and care for the deviant individual. We will use
knowledge about these and other psychological mechanisms to classify
the wide variety of deviant conditions in a psychologically meaningful
and universal way. That is, we argue that in any relationship, social
group, society, or historical period only a limited number of universal
types of deviance are possible; and that different conditions that can
activate the same (combination of) psychological mechanisms can be
assigned to the same type of deviance. To put it differently, our psy-
chological mechanisms can be seen as universal concepts that allow
people to interpret and classify the wide variety of deviant conditions
that are possible, and to provide meaning to the specific language that
they use to describe these conditions and their reactions to them. For
example, on the basis of the above mechanisms for experiencing fear
and tenderness, people are able to distinguish a type or category of
relatively uncontrollable and threatening conditions (e.g., madness,
contagious disease, a strange group encroaching the territory) from a
type of relatively uncontrollable and more passive or dependent
conditions (e.g., various instances of illness and neediness).

Our explanation, however, does not only serve to develop a typology
and semantic theory of people’s representations of deviance, but also to
account for variation in people’s responses to deviance as a function of
type of deviance, differences in personality, and situations or societies.
The psychological mechanisms that we use to classify deviant condi-
tions can be more or less strongly activated in particular individuals or
societies. For example, some individuals tend to feel more easily
threatened by a particular type of deviance (seeing more crime around
them), and therefore respond with more fear and aggression, than
others. In a similar way, situations, societies, cultures, and historical
periods influence the likelihood with which relevant psychological
mechanisms in people will get activated. For example, in some situa-
tions or societies, the psychological mechanism responsible for reacting
with fear to a threatening deviant condition, may already be strongly
“primed” or activated (e.g., due to famine, plague, warfare, more per-
manent structural and cultural features, or simply having seen a scary
movie), increasing the chance that an encounter with that condition
actually results in fear and defensive aggression. We will not only
examine in detail how people respond to deviance in different
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situations, but also distinguish three characteristic ways in which socie-
ties tend to deal with deviance or engage in social control - repair,
stigmatization, and tolerance.

Although we emphasize in this book the perspective of the perceiver
who responds to deviance, we will also pay attention to the responses
of the target. This will give a more complete picture of responses to
deviance with their antecedents and consequences. Targets, for
example, may affect responses of the perceiver, and they often have to
cope with negative responses, which may determine their psychologi-
cal and social fate. In addition, we add to the perspective of the target
relevant elements from our perceiver framework, such as differences
between types of deviant conditions.

In sum, the theory we propose in this book systematically explains
responses to deviance as a function of type of deviance, individual
differences, and contextual influences of situations, societies and his-
torical periods. In addition, responding to deviance or social control is
analyzed in terms of three major types of social control - repair, stig-
matization, and tolerance. This theory not only integrates a wide vari-
ety of facts about responding to deviance, but also has important
practical implications for developing interventions to influence
people’s responses to deviance. We start with introducing and discuss-
ing the main concepts and terms that have been used to describe and
explain social responses to deviance.

1.2 Three types of social control: repair, stigmatization,
and tolerance

Scholars from such diverse research disciplines as sociology, anthro-
pology, history, evolutionary biology, and social psychology have used
a wide variety of terms to describe and explain social responses to
deviance, often without clearly defining them and distinguishing
them from one another. To anticipate an important conceptual disagree-
ment in this field of inquiry, some disciplines such as social psychology
and sociology vigorously deny the usefulness of the term deviance - a
term that we find essential as our book title suggests — and would like to
replace it by terms such as stigma or label. These disciplines similarly
advocate to analyze responding to deviance entirely in terms of stigma-
tization or labeling, rather than, for example, social control. In contrast, in
other disciplines that have shown interest in describing how small
communities respond to deviance, such as anthropology, we rarely
encounter the terms stigma or stigmatization. So let us look in greater
detail at the main explanatory terms in the relevant research disciplines,
and try to unravel their different and common meanings.



