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PREFACE

The purpose of this book has been to present students with recent and important work in
the sociology of deviance. We have, however, limited ourselves to one particular ap-
proach to this study. We call this approach the interactionist perspective.

The interactionist approach to the study of deviance is by no means new. But until the
appearance of the first edition of Deviance: The Interactionist Perspective, students had
to search for statements of the approach as well as for studies that exemplified it. The pur-
pose of the first edition, then, was to present the interactionist approach to the study of de-
viance and to make readily available the excellent studies that set forth or illustrate it. In
the succeeding editions, we have updated the readings and made special efforts to make
our own text more readable.

We see this book as having two major uses. As a statement on the interactionist per-
spective on deviance and a collection of readings employing that approach, the book can
be used in deviance courses that are taught from the interactionist point of view. The sec-
ond use is that of adjunct to deviance courses that are organized around other points of
view. Most of the papers presented in this book can very easily stand on their own merits,
and even if the book does nothing more than familiarize readers with these works, it will
have served its purpose.

In this edition we have incorporated fourteen new readings. In this way, we have tried
to continue to update Deviance: The Interactionist Perspective.

E.R.
M. S. W.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

This book examines deviance as a social phenomenon. Central to this approach is the no-
tion that deviance is, above all, a matter of social definition. That is, an alleged behavior
or condition is “deviant” if people say it is. The social aspect of deviance becomes clear
when someone perceives another person as departing from accepted norms, interprets the
person to be some kind of deviant, and influences others also to regard the person as devi-
ant and to act on the basis of that interpretation. As a social phenomenon, then, deviance
consists of a set of interpretations and social reactions.

When people are interpreted as being deviant, they are usually regarded as being a
particular fype of deviant. These types may be general (e.g., ex-convict, mentally ill, sexu-
ally “loose,” retarded), or they may be more specific (e.g., car thief, paranoid schizo-
phrenic, call girl, Mongoloid). Whether these labels are general or specific, they usually
suggest what one can expect of the so-called deviant and how one should act toward the
deviant (e.g., with suspicion, avoidance, vigilance, vengeance). And in coming to terms
with such labeling the “deviants” may revise their self-concepts and their actions in accor-
dance with the way they have been labeled. For example, a child who has been typed by
school authorities as having a speech problem may become self-conscious and shy, with a
concomitant loss of self-esteem, because s/he has been told s/he doesn’t talk properly.

At the same time, social typing does allow people to relate to one another in an orga-
nized manner. Imagine how much more complicated it would be for policemen, for exam-
ple, to do their jobs if they did not have a set of categories in which to place people (“she’s
a hooker”; “he’s a junkie”; “he looks like he might be casing that store”; “she’s a teenaged
runaway’’; “he’s a derelict with no place to go”).

The interactionist perspective focuses on just such issues as these—how people typ-
ify one another; how they relate to one another on the basis of these typifications; and the
consequences of these social processes. As such, the interactionist perspective helps im-
mensely in our understanding not only of the sociology of deviance but also of social proc-
ess in general.

THE PLAN OF THE BOOK

The selections that follow spell out the interactionist perspective in greater detail. The first
half of the book, which consists of Parts I and II, deals with how people define some per-
sons as deviant and act on the basis of these definitions. Part I shows how deviance is
dealt with in primary groups and informal relations and how a person is singled out and
assigned a deviant status by intimates such as family members. Part II deals with these
processes in the formal regulation of deviance. For example, it considers how agents of
social control, such as the police, define persons as deviants, how they act on these defini-
tions, and what some of the consequences of formal sanctions are.

The second half of the book (Parts III and IV) discusses the deviants themselves: how
they respond to being typed by others, how they type themselves, and how they form de-
viant groups. Part III examines how deviants develop and sustain their own subcultures
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and how people become involved in them. Part IV shows how persons may take on devi-
ant identities through self-typing, how they manage deviant identities, and how they may
eventually regain “respectability.”

This book, then, focuses not on people’s motivations for doing things that are re-
garded as deviant but rather on the sociology of deviance—the processes that divide soci-
ety into different types of people and the social effects of these processes.



PART ONE

THE SOCIAL DEVIANT

Sociology is the study of social relations. Sociologists study how people arrive at com-
mon definitions of their situation; how they form groups based on such definitions; how
they go on to set down rules of conduct, assign social roles to each other, and enforce their
rules. Sociologists examine these questions as part of the larger question: How is social
order produced and sustained?

Deviance refers to an alleged breach of a social norm. By looking at deviance we can
come to a better understanding of the dominant social order. At the same time, the study
of deviance also sheds light on the way “deviant” patterns and lifestyles are themselves
organized.

There are at least two ways of studying deviance as a social phenomenon. The first is
to approach deviance as objectively given; the second, as subjectively problematic.

Deviance as objectively given. Sociologists who treat deviance as objectively given delin-
eate the norms of the society under study and regard any deviation from these norms as
“deviant.” These sociologists generally make three assumptions. First, they assume that
there is widespread consensus in the society in the realm of norms; this widespread agree-
ment, they believe, makes it relatively easy to identify deviance. Second, they assume that
deviance typically evokes negative sanctions such as gossip or legal action. Third, they
assume that the punishment meted out to the deviant reaffirms for the group that is it
bound by a set of common norms. The major questions raised by this approach are the fol-
lowing: What sociocultural conditions are most likely to produce deviance? Why do peo-
ple continue to deviate despite the negative sanctions that are brought to bear on them?
and How can deviance best be minimized or controlled?

From these assumptions and questions, certain procedures have evolved for studying
deviants. First list the “do’s” and “don’ts” of the society or group. Then study the official
records kept on persons who violate these rules. Interview persons appearing in these
records and consult agents of social control such as police and judges. Try to discover the
ways in which deviants differ from nondeviants (e.g., are deviants more likely than non-
deviants to come from broken homes?) in order to discern the kinds of social and cultural
conditions that seem to make deviant behavior more likely. Try to derive a theory to “ex-
plain” deviance, and then apply the theory for the correction and prevention of deviance.

The strength of this approach is the sharpness and simplicity with which it phrases
questions. The weak points of this approach follow from its key assumptions. In the
United States there are so many different groups and ways of thinking that people often do
not agree on norms. Because of this lack of agreement, and also because of the fact that
some people get caught whereas others avoid discovery, it is often very difficult and com-
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plex to identify who is deviant and who is not. Also, most social control agencies operate
with selective enforcement, so that certain categories of people are more likely than others
to be punished for their deviance. Thus the nature, causes, and consequences of deviance
are neither simple nor uniform.

Deviance as subjectively problematic. Sociologists who focus on the social differentiation
of deviants generally make another set of assumptions. First, they assume that when peo-
ple and groups interact they communicate with one another by means of shared symbols
(verbal and body language, style of dress, etc.). Through such symbolic communication, it
is assumed, people are able to type one another and formulate their actions accordingly.
Second, they assume that deviance can best be understood in terms of this process, that
deviant labels are symbols that differentiate and stigmatize the people to whom they are
applied. Finally, sociologists using this approach assume that people act on the basis of
such definitions. Thus people treat the alleged deviant differently from other people. The
alleged deviant, in turn, may also react to this definition. On the basis of these assump-
tions, sociologists using this perspective focus on social definitions and on how these in-
fluence social interaction. On the one hand, they focus on the perspective and actions of
those who define a person as being deviant. They look at the circumstances under which a
person is most likely to get set apart as deviant, how a person is cast into a deviant role,
what actions others take on the basis of that definition of a person, and the consequences
of these actions. On the other hand, these sociologists also focus on the perspective and
reactions of the person adjudged to be deviant. They consider how a person reacts to be-
ing so adjudged, how a person adopts a deviant role, what changes in group memberships
result, and what changes occur in the alleged deviant’s self-concept.

Whereas the objectively given approach focuses primarily on the characteristics of
the deviant or the conditions that give rise to deviant acts, the subjectively problematic ap-
proach focuses on the definitions and actions both of the deviants themselves and of the
people who label them deviant, and on the social interaction between the two. Thus we
call the latter approach the interactionist perspective.

This book adopts the interactionist perspective, approaching deviance as subjectively
problematic rather than as objectively given. In this book, then, deviants are considered
simply as people who are socially typed in a certain way. Such typing usually involves an
attempt to make sense of seemingly aberrant acts. As people seek to make sense of such
acts, they generally employ stereotypical interpretations that define the actor as a particu-
lar kind of person (a kook, a drunk, a psychopath, etc.), that include a judgment about the
moral quality of the deviant or his or her motives, and that suggest how a person should
act toward the deviant. The social definitions of deviance, then, consist of a description,
an evaluation, and a prescription. For example, a “kook” is a person who is mildly eccen-
tric (description). The term connotes that “kooks” are odd but not particularly evil or dan-
gerous (evaluation). Thus one may display dislike or friendly disrespect toward them
(prescription). A person who comes to be defined as a “psychopath,” on the other hand, is
considered to be both odd and severely unpredictable (description). The psychopath is of-
ten regarded as self-centered, evil, and dangerous (evaluation). And the psychopath is to
be taken seriously at all times; a person who shows dislike or disrespect toward a “psy-
chopath” does so at great personal risk (prescription). Thus the definition of a person as a



THE SOCIAL DEVIANT

particular type of deviant organizes people’s responses to that person. And the more peo-
ple who share the definition that a person is a particular type of deviant, the greater the
consequences.

Taking the subjective approach to deviance, Part I of this book examines such phe-
nomena more specifically. The topics treated in this part of the book include how people
type, or label, others as deviants; the accommodations people make to the so-called devi-
ance; the cultural context of typing; and how people may collaborate to exclude deviants
from their midst.

THE PROCESS OF SOCIAL TYPING

Sociologically, deviance is approached here in terms of social differentiation. This differ-
entiation arises from the perception that something is amiss. If a potential typer, or labeler,
ignores or excuses the alleged aberrant quality of a person or event, it goes unlabeled as
deviant. For instance, a person who works hard is expected sometimes to be tired and
cranky, and in such situations people may not attach any particular importance to this be-
havior. Once an act or a person is typed as “deviant,” however, a variety of social phe-
nomena may come into play. These phenomena include who types whom, on what
grounds, in what ways, before or after what acts (real or imputed), in front of what audi-
ence, and with what effects.

Let us for a moment consider the conditions that seem to make typing more effective.
First, typing generally has the most effect when the typer, the person typed as deviant, and
other people all share and understand the deviant definition in their social relationships.
The typer and others act toward the “deviant” in accord with their shared understanding of
the situation. Aware of having been so typed, the deviant, in turn, takes that shared under-
standing into account in relating to people. Thus, willingly or otherwise, all parties may
subscribe to the definition. When this happens, the definition of the person as a particular
type of deviant is most socially effective, or confirmed. As an example, Frank Tannen-
baum, one of the fathers of the interactionist perspective on deviance, has said: “The pro-
cess of making the criminal...is a process of tagging, defining, identifying, segregating,
describing, emphasizing, and evoking the very traits that are complained of.. .. The per-
son becomes the thing he is described as being.” Tannenbaum says that “the community
cannot deal with people whom it cannot define” and that “the young delinquent becomes
bad because he is defined as bad and because he is not believed if he is good.”!

Second, social types are generally more apt to be accepted by other people if a high-
ranking person does the typing. Effective social typing usually flows down rather than up
the social structure. For example, an honor bestowed by the President of the United States
is more likely to be consequential than an honor bestowed by a low-ranking official. Con-
versely, a denunciation by a very high-ranking person such as the president of a company
will usually carry more weight, and be confirmed by more people, than a denunciation by
a low-ranking person such as one of the company’s janitors.

Third, deviant typing is also more apt to be effective if there is a sense that the alleged
deviant is violating important norms and that the violations are extreme. For instance, if
factory workers are tacitly expected to turn out only a limited amount of work, a worker
who produces much more than the norm may be singled out and ostracized as a “rate-
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buster.” On the other hand, a person who jaywalks is unlikely to be typed and treated as a
deviant.

Fourth, it also seems that negative social typing is more readily accepted than posi-
tive typing. For one thing, “misery loves company”’; people find comfort in learning about
the frailties of others. In addition, norms seem to be highlighted more by infraction than
by conformity. Also, negative typing is seen as a valuable safeguard if the type indicates
an aberrant pattern that will probably continue and that has major consequences. Some
police officers, for instance, expect upper-class adolescents to misbehave in their youth
but later to become influential and respected citizens, while they expect slum adolescents
who are vandals, troublemakers, or delinquents to become hardened criminals in adult-
hood; thus such police officers are more likely to negatively type slum youths than upper-
class youths who break the same laws.

Fifth, typing will be accepted more readily if the audience stands to gain from the la-
beling. Endorsing attention to another person’s deviant behavior, for example, may divert
attention from one’s own. It may also sustain a status difference between oneself and the
so-called deviant.

When social typing is effective, there are three kinds of consequences that most often
follow: self-fulfilling prophecy, typecasting, and recasting. In the self-fulfilling prophecy,
typing is based on false beliefs about the alleged deviant, but the actions other people take
on the basis of these false beliefs eventually make them become a reality. For example,
both black and white police officers believe that it is more difficult to arrest blacks than
whites. As a result, they tend to use more force in arresting blacks, and in turn they expe-
rience more resistance from blacks. In typecasting, the deviant stereotype is so widely ac-
cepted that confirmation of the typing proceeds rapidly, and typer, audience, and the
person typed relate to each other in an automatic manner. For instance, if one person types
another as a thief, any audience can generally predict and understand the typer’s attitudes
and actions. In recasting, the most complex of the three consequences, the deviant is ex-
pected to behave conventionally and is encouraged to disprove the deviant typing (e.g., to
reform). Probation officers, for example, may encourage conventionality by restricting the
opportunities of their probationers to continue their deviant ways. In the first two conse-
quences of typing, the typer and audience restrict the deviant’s opportunities to disprove
the deviant typing. In recasting, the typer and the audience restrict the deviant’s opportu-
nities to confirm the deviant typing.

ACCOMMODATION TO DEVIANCE

As noted previously, sociologically, deviants are persons who have been effectively la-
beled as deviant, and effectively means simply that the label does in fact affect social rela-
tions. The person who has been typed as a deviant, for example, acquires a special status
that carries a set of new rights and duties or changes in old ones, and a new set of expecta-
tions about future conduct. Thus when people type a certain person as deviant, they imply,
“We now expect you to engage in deviant actions.” In some cases, this expectation
amounts to a license to deviate, as when a group may not only tolerate but actually shelter
a deviant in its midst. More often, however, the expectation of deviant conduct gives other
people license to treat the deviant in a demeaning way.
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The pace of events in the labeling process is one of the critical factors in this entire
process. If aberrant conduct occurs only gradually and irregularly within a small, intimate
group, deviant typing may not take place at all. Even if the events place some immediate
strain on relationships, members of the group may adjust to the strain without perceiving
the person any differently. Eventually, though, some critical point may be reached at
which the group becomes aware that things are not what they used to be. Sometimes the
members of the group have long entertained suspicions of deviance, and their accommo-
dation represents an acknowledgement that the deviation is here to stay. In other in-
stances, though, even as they type the person as deviant, group members may be
optimistic that the deviance is only temporary. In any case, the group’s accommodation to
the so-called deviance has usually been going on for some time before labeling actually
occurs.

THE CULTURAL CONTEXT

The process of social typing occurs within a cultural context. Each culture, for example,
has its own assortment and corresponding vocabulary of types. Thus in our own culture
we no longer talk about “witches”; consequently, no one is so typed. Similarly, if we had
no word for or concept of “psychopath,” no one would be so typed. The culture’s reper-
toire of deviant types and stereotypes is ordinarily created, defined, sustained, and con-
trolled by highly valued realms of the culture (e.g., psychiatry, law, religion). In addition,
it should also be noted, different categories are used in different subcultures. “Sinners,”
for example, are typed only in the religious sector.

Because different groups and cultures have different ideas about deviance, however,
typing often has an ethnocentric bias. People in one culture or subculture may be quick to
type an outsider as deviant, for instance, simply because the outsider’s lifestyle is so dif-
ferent from their own. Among persons within the same culture or subculture, on the other
hand, the risks of being typed deviant are usually smaller.

Once a person has been labeled, the question of how to relate to the deviant is more
easily resolved when cultural prescriptions exist. These include the prescriptions, for ex-
ample, that sick people should be treated and evil people punished. In sum, typing is eas-
ier to act on when cultural guidelines exist.

THE ROLE OF THIRD PARTIES

As already noted, in intimate, primary groups, people are usually slower to type one of
their members as deviant than are outsiders. Such in-group labeling does happen at times,
however, particularly if the deviant’s aberrant behavior has begun to cause considerable
strain for the rest of the group. When this happens, the typing of the person as deviant is
often facilitated or precipitated by some outsider or outside agency—in short, by some
third party.

In some cases the third party may act without solicitation. A wife, for example, may
fail to recognize that her husband is involved with another woman until the community
gossip (the third party) so informs her; she may then type her husband as a “son of a
bitch” and may, through separation or divorce, exclude him from the family.

7
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In other cases a member of the primary group may seek out the third party in order to
validate such typing or to exclude the deviant from the group. If a man’s wife is emotion-
ally disturbed, for example, he may turn to third parties outside the family (a psychiatrist,
the courts, the sheriff, etc.) in order to remove his wife from the home, officially labeling
her as mentally disturbed and seeking treatment for her.

Thus we have seen some of the ways in which the social definition of deviants pro-
ceeds. A real or imputed violation of norms can activate the process of social typing, and
a variety of social factors affect its success. The nature and likelihood of this typing are in-
fluenced by the cultural context. People may at first attempt to accommodate these al-
leged violations. Over the course of time, however, the deviant may no longer be
protected. Third parties may intervene, and at that point exclusion of the deviant may take
place.

NOTE

1. Frank Tannenbaum, Crime and the Community, New York: Columbia University Press, 1938;
pp- 19-20.



CHAPTER 1

THE PROCESS OF SOCIAL TYPING

Alleged deviance implies that some norm has been violated. Yet not all such violations are
noticed and labeled as deviant. Also, different groups are quicker to label certain types of
violations as deviant, and the same group may be quicker to label at one time than an-
other.

In the first reading Becker describes a number of conditions that are involved when a
person is labeled deviant; he also discusses the consequences of such labeling. In the next
selection Kitsuse uses homosexuality to illustrate how people type a person as deviant and
how they then act on this social definition. In the final selection Erikson discusses the ba-
sis on which communities single out certain types of conduct to be defined as deviant.
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Outsiders

HOWARD S. BECKER

DEVIANCE AND THE RESPONSES
OF OTHERS

[One sociological view]. .. defines deviance as the
infraction of some agreed-upon rule. It then goes
on to ask who breaks rules, and to search for the
factors in their personalities and life situations that
might account for the infractions. This assumes
that those who have broken a rule constitute a ho-
mogeneous category, because they have commit-
ted the same deviant act.

Such an assumption seems to me to ignore
the central fact about deviance: it is created by so-
ciety. I do not mean this in the way it is ordinarily
understood, in which the causes of deviance are
located in the social situation of the deviant or in
“social factors” which prompt his action. I mean,
rather, that social groups create deviance by mak-
ing the rules whose infraction constitutes devi-
ance, and by applying those rules to particular
people and labeling them as outsiders. From this
point of view, deviance is not a quality of the act
the person commits, but rather a consequence of
the application by others of rules and sanctions to
an “offender.” The deviant is one to whom that la-
bel has successfully been applied; deviant behav-
ior is behavior that people so label.!

Since deviance is, among other things, a con-
sequence of the responses of others to a person’s
act, students of deviance cannot assume that they
are dealing with a homogeneous category when
they study people who have been labeled deviant.
That is, they cannot assume that those people have
actually committed a deviant act or broken some

Reprinted with permission of The Free Press, a Division of
Macmillan Inc., from Qutsiders: Studies in the Sociology of
Deviance by Howard S. Becker, pp. 8-10, 12-14, 31-33.
Copyright © 1963 by The Free Press.

rule, because the process of labeling may not be
infallible; some people may be labeled deviant
who in fact have not broken a rule. Furthermore,
they cannot assume that the category of those la-
beled deviant will contain all those who actually
have broken a rule, for many offenders may es-
cape apprehension and thus fail to be included in
the population of “deviants” they study. Insofar as
the category lacks homogeneity and fails to in-
clude all the cases that belong in it, one cannot
reasonably expect to find common factors of per-
sonality or life situation that will account for the
supposed deviance.

What, then, do people who have been labeled
deviant have in common? At the least, they share
the label and the experience of being labeled as
outsiders. I will begin my analysis with this basic
similarity and view deviance as the product of a
transaction that takes place between some social
group and one who is viewed by that group as a
rule-breaker. I will be less concerned with the per-
sonal and social characteristics of deviants than
with the process by which they come to be
thought of as outsiders and their reactions to that
judgment....

The point is that the response of other people
has to be regarded as problematic. Just because
one has committed an infraction of a rule does not
mean that others will respond as though this had
happened. (Conversely, just because one has not
violated a rule does not mean that he may not be
treated, in some circumstances, as though he had.)

The degree to which other people will re-
spond to a given act as deviant varies greatly. Sev-
eral kinds of variation seem worth noting. First of
all, there is variation over time. A person believed
to have committed a given “deviant” act may at
one time be responded to much more leniently
than he would be at some other time. The occur-



