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What Have We Learned?

Perhaps the answers to some of the chapter’s opening ques-
tions—What is deviance? Why do people become deviant? 
and What should we do about deviance?—have now taken on 
new dimensions. Deviance as defined by society, communities, 
and even religion or subcultural groups has many possible 
explanations, and there are multiple interpretations about how 
it should be handled. Deviance and crime are issues for any 
society, for unless most of the people obey the rules most of the 
time, there can be real threats to stability, safety, and a sense of 
fairness, undermining the social structure. The criminal justice 
system tends to be a conservative force in society because of its 
focus on ensuring social conformity.

To make the society run more smoothly, we must understand 
why deviance and crime happen. Good policy must be based 

on accurate information and careful analysis of the information. 
We must also understand that deviance and conformity operate 
at various levels in the social world: micro, meso, and macro. In 
addition, it is important to understand that there may be positive 
aspects of deviance for any society, from uniting society against 
deviants to providing creative new ways to solve problems.

One of the dominant characteristics of modern society is 
social inequality, and as we have seen, inequality is often an 
issue in criminal activity. Indeed, many of our social problems 
are rooted in issues of inequality. Extreme inequality may even 
be a threat to the deeper values and dreams of a society, espe-
cially one that stresses individualism and achievement. In the 
following three chapters, we look at three types of inequality: 
socioeconomic, ethnic or racial, and gender-based inequity.

Key Points

•• Deviance—the violation of social norms, including 
those that are formal laws—is a complex behavior that 
has both positive and negative consequences for indi-
viduals and for society. (See pp. 173–176.)

•• Deviance is often misunderstood because of simplistic 
and popular misconceptions. (See pp. 176–177.)

•• Many theories try to explain deviance—rational choice 
and social control; and symbolic interaction’s anomie 
and labeling theories at the micro level; along with 
macro-level structural explanations: structural func-
tional theory’s differential association and strain theory; 
and conflict and feminist theory. (See pp. 179–190.)

•• Many of the formal organizations concerned with crime 
(such as the FBI and the media) focus on crimes involv-
ing individuals—predatory crimes, crimes without vic-
tims, and hate crimes—but the focus on these crimes 
may blind us to crimes that actually are more harmful 
and more costly. (See pp. 191–194.)

•• At the meso level, organized and occupational crimes 
may cost billions of dollars and pose a great risk to 
thousands of lives. Occupational crime may be against 
the company, employees, customers, or the public. (See 
pp. 195–197.)

•• At the macro level, national governments sometimes 
commit state-organized crimes, sometimes in violation 
of their own laws or in violation of international laws. 
These crimes may be directed against their own citizens 
(usually the minorities) or people from other countries. 
(See pp. 198–202.)

•• Also at the macro level, some crimes are facilitated by 
global networks and by global inequities of power and 
wealth. (See pp. 202–204.)

•• Controlling crime has generated many policy debates, 
from the use of prisons to the death penalty and even to 
alternative approaches to the control of deviance. (See 
pp. 204–211.)

Discussion Questions

1.• List five acts that were once considered deviant but are 
now considered courageous. Have you ever commit-
ted a deviant act because you believed it was the moral 
thing to do? If yes, please explain why. If not, in what 
sort of situation might you consider carrying out a devi-
ant act because you thought it was the right thing to do?

2.• Have you ever been labeled deviant? Why or why not? 
How does your social class, level of education, gender, 
race or ethnicity, and nation of origin impact the chances 
you will be considered deviant in the United States?

3.• Which of the following theories of deviance described 
in the chapter—rational choice, differential association, 
labeling theory, anomie and social disorganization, strain 

theory, and conflict theory—best explain the increase in 
cheating among college students? Why? 

4.• Why is occupational crime not given as much attention as 
violent crime? What are some examples of occupational 
crimes that hurt millions of Americans every day? What 
would you suggest policy makers do to curb these crimes?

5.• How do conflict theorists explain the demographic 
makeup of prisoners in the U.S. prison system? Do you 
agree with their explanation? Why or why not?

6.• How can social capital help keep people out of prison 
and help former prisoners avoid returning to prison? 
How will your social capital help you conform (or not) 
to the norms of society?


