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AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

February, 1965

Volume 30, No. 1

THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE DEVIANT ACT:
ANOMIE THEORY AND BEYOND *

ArBerT K. COHEN
University of Connecticut

Merton’s “Social Structure and Anomie” is a large step toward a general theory of deviant
behavior. Among the tasks that remain are: further clarification of the ways in which alter’s
experience and adaptations affect ego’s strain and choice of solutions; fuller incorporation
of the recognition that deviant behavior develops in the course of an interaction process;
exploring ways of conceptualizing this interaction process; and integration of anomie theory

with Meadian role theory.

ward a general theory of deviant

behavior. Taking “Social Structure
and Anomie” ! as a point of departure, I
shall note some of the imperfections and
gaps in the theory as originally stated, how
some of these have been rectified, some
theoretical openings for further exploration,
and some problems of relating anomie theory
to other traditions in the sociology of devi-
ance. It is not important, for my purposes,
how broadly or narrowly Merton himself
conceived the range of applicability of his
anomie theory. Whatever the intention or
vision of the author of a theory, it is the
task of a discipline to explore the implica-
tions of a theoretical insight, in all directions.

MY concern in this paper is to move to-

* A revised version of a paper read at the annual
meeting of the American Sociological Association,
August, 1963.

1 Robert K. Merton, “Social Structure and
Anomie,” American Sociological Review, 3 (Oc-
tober, 1938), pp. 672-682, Social Theory and Social
Structure, Glencoe, Ill: The Free Press, 1957, Chs.
4 and 5, and “Conformity, Deviation, and Oppor-
tunity-Structures,” American Sociological Review,
24 (April, 1959), pp. 177-189; Richard A. Cloward,
“Illegitimate Means, Anomie, and Deviant Be-
havior,” American Sociological Review, 24 (April,
1959), pp. 164-176; and Robert Dubin, “Deviant
Behavior and Social Structure: Continuities in So-
cial Theory,” American Sociological Review, 24
(April, 1959), pp. 147-164.

Many of the points I shall make are, indeed,
to be found in Merton’s work. In many in-
stances, however, they either appear as leads,
suggestions, or obiter dicta, and are left
undeveloped, or they appear in some other
context and no effort is made systematically
to link them with anomie theory.2

THE ANOMIE THEORY OF DEVIANT BEHAVIOR

Merton’s theory has the reputation of
being the pre-eminently sociological theory
of deviant behavior. Its concern is to account
for the distribution of deviant behavior
among the positions in a social system and
for differences in the distribution and rates
of deviant behavior among systems. It tries
to account for these things as functions of
system properties—i.e., the ways in which

2] am not here concerned with empirical applica-
tions and tests of anomie theory, on which there is
now a large literature. In view of the sustained in-
terest in anomie theory, its enormous influence, and
its numerous applications, however, it is worth not-
ing and wondering at the relatively slow and fitful
growth of the substantive theory itself. It is of
some interest also that, with respect to both sub-
stantive theory and its applications, there has been
little follow-up of Merton’s own leads relative to
the implications of anomie theory for intersocietal
differences in deviant behavior. Almost all of the
work has been on variations in deviance within
American society.
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cultural goals and opportunities for realizing
them within the limits of the institutional
norms are distributed. The emphasis, in
short, is on certain aspects of the culture
(goals and norms) and of the social struc-
ture (opportunities, or access to means).
The theory is, then, radically sociological.
And yet, as far as the formal and explicit
structure of Merton’s first formulation is
concerned, it is, in certain respects, atomistic
and individualistic. Within the framework
of goals, norms, and opportunities, the proc-
ess of deviance was conceptualized as though
each individual—or better, role incumbent—
were in a box by himself. He has internalized
goals and normative, regulatory rules; he
assesses the opportunity structure; he ex-
periences strain; and he selects one or an-
other mode of adaptation. The bearing of
others’ experience—their strains, their con-
formity and deviance, their success and fail-
ure—on ego’s strain and consequent adapta-
tions is comparatively neglected.

Consider first the concept of strain itself.
It is a function of the degree of disjunction
between goals and means, or of the suffi-
ciency of means to the attainment of goals.
But how imperious must the goals be, how
uncertain their attainment, how incomplete
their fulfillment, to generate strain? The
relation between goals as components of
that abstraction, culture, and the concrete
goals of concrete role incumbents, is by no
means clear and simple. One thing that is
clear is that the level of goal attainment
that will seem just and reasonable to con-
crete actors, and therefore the sufficiency of
available means, will be relative to the at-
tainments of others who serve as reference
objects. Level of aspiration is not a fixed
quantum, taken from the culture and swal-
lowed whole, to lodge unchanged within our
psyches. The sense of proportionality be-
tween effort and reward is not determined
by the objective returns of effort alone.
From the standpoint of the role sector whose
rates of deviance are in question, the map-
ping of reference group orientations, the
availability fo others of access to means,
and the actual distribution of rewards are
aspects of the social structure important for
the determination of strain.?

8See, for example, how Henry and Short ex-
plicitly incorporate reference group theory and rela-

Once we take explicit cognizance of these
processes of comparison, a number of other
problems unfold themselves. For example,
others, whom we define as legitimate ob-
jects of comparison, may be more successful
than we are by adhering to legitimate means.
They not only do better than we do, but
they do so “fair and square.” On the other
hand, they may do as well as we or even
better by cutting corners, cheating, using
illegitimate means. Do these two different
situations have different consequences for
the sense of strain, for attitudes toward one-
self, for subsequent adaptations? In general,
what strains does deviance on the part of
others create for the virtuous? In the most
obvious case ego is the direct victim of
alter’s deviance. Or ego’s interests may be
adversely but indirectly affected by the chi-
canery of a competitor—unfair trade prac-
tices in business, unethical advertising in
medicine, cheating in examinations when the
instructor grades on a curve. But there is
a less obvious case, the one which, according
to Ranulf,* gives rise to disinterested moral
indignation. The dedicated pursuit of cul-
turally approved goals, the eschewing of in-
terdicted but tantalizing goals, the adherence
to normatively sanctioned means—these
imply a certain self-restraint, effort, dis-
cipline, inhibition. What is the effect of the
spectacle of others who, though their activi-
ties do not manifestly damage our own in-
terests, are morally undisciplined, who give
themselves up to idleness, self-indulgence,
or forbidden vices? What effect does the
propinquity of the wicked have on the peace
of mind of the virtuous?

In several ways, the virtuous can make
capital out of this situation, can convert a
situation with a potential for strain to a
source of satisfaction. One can become even
more virtuous letting his reputation hinge
on his righteousness, building his self out of
invidious comparison to the morally weak.
Since others’ wickedness sets off the jewel
of one’s own virtue, and one’s claim to virtue
is at the core of his public identity, one may

tive deprivation into their theory of suicide. Andrew
Henry and James F. Short, Jr., Suicide and Homi-
cide, Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1954, pp. 56-59.

4Svend Ranulf, Moral Indignation and Middle-
Class Psychology: A Sociological Study, Copen-
hagen: Levin and Munksgaard, 1938.
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actually develop a stake in the existence of
deviant others, and be threatened should
they pretend to moral excellence. In short,
another’s virtue may become a source of
strain! One may also join with others in
righteous puritanical wrath to mete out pun-
ishment to the deviants, not so much to
stamp out their deviant behavior, as to re-
affirm the central importance of conformity
as the basis for judging men and to reassure
himself and others of his attachment to
goodness. One may even make a virtue of
tolerance and indulgence of others’ moral
deficiencies, thereby implicitly calling atten-
tion to one’s own special strength of char-
acter. If the weakness of others is only hu-
man, then there is something more than
human about one’s own strength. On the
other hand, one might join the profligate.

What I have said here is relevant to social
control, but my concern at present is not
with social control but with some of the
ways in which deviance of others may ag-
gravate or lighten the burdens of conformity
and hence the strain that is so central to
anomie theory.

The student of Merton will recognize that
some of these points are suggested or even
developed at some length here and there in
Merton’s own writing. Merton is, of course,
one of the chief architects of reference group
theory, and in his chapter on “Continuities
in the Theory of Reference Groups and So-
cial Structure,” he has a section entitled
“Nonconformity as a Type of Reference
Group Behavior.” ® There he recognizes the
problems that one actor’s deviance creates
for others, and he explicitly calls attention
to Ranulf’s treatment of disinterested moral
indignation as a way of dealing with this
problem.® In “Continuities in the Theory of
Social Structure and Anomie,” he describes
how the deviance of some increases the
others’ vulnerability to deviance.” In short,
my characterization of the earliest version
of “Social Structure and Anomie” as “atom-
istic and individualistic” would be a gross
misrepresentation if it were applied to the
total corpus of Merton’s writing on deviance.
He has not, however, developed the role of

5 Social Theory and Social Structure, op. cit., pp.
357-368.

6 Ibid., pp. 361-362.

7 Ibid., pp. 179-181.

comparison processes in the determination of
strain or considered it explicitly in the con-
text of anomie theory. And in general, Mer-
ton does not identify the complexities and
subtleties of the concept strain as a problem
area in their own right.

Finally, in connection with the concept
strain, attention should be called to Smel-
ser’s treatment of the subject in his Tkeory
of Collective Behavior® Although Smelser
does not deal with this as it bears on a theory
of deviance, it is important here for two
reasons. First, it is, to my knowledge, the
only attempt in the literature to generate a
systematic classification of types of strain,
of which Merton’s disjunction between goals
and means is only one. The second reason is
Smelser’s emphasis that to account for col-
lective behavior, one must start with strain,
but one’s theory must also specify a hier-
archy of constraints, each of which further
narrows the range of possible responses to
strain, and the last of which rules out all
alternatives but collective behavior. If the
“value-added” method is sound for a theory
of collective behavior, it may also be useful
for a theory of deviance, starting from the
concept strain, and constructed on the same
model.

Now, given strain, what will a person do
about it? In general, Merton’s chief concern
has been with the structural factors that
account for variations in strain. On the mat-
ter of choice of solution, as on other matters,
he has some perceptive observations,? but it
has remained for others to develop these
systematically. In particular, in the original
version of his theory each person seems to
work out his solution by himself, as though
it did not matter what other people were
doing. Perhaps Merton assumed such inter-
vening variables as deviant role models,
without going into the mechanics of them.
But it is one thing to assume that such vari-
ables are operating; it is quite another to
treat them explicitly in a way that is inte-
grated with the more general theory. Those
who continue the anomie tradition, how-
ever—most notably Merton’s student, Clo-

8 Neil J. Smelser, Theory of Collective Behavior,
New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1963, esp.
Ch. 3.

© Social Theory and Social Structure, op. cit., p.
151.
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ward—have done much to fill this gap.
Cloward, with Ohlin,!® has accomplished this
in large part by linking anomie theory with
another and older theoretical tradition, as-
sociated with Sutherland, Shaw and McKay,
and Kobrin—the “cultural transmission” and
“differential association” tradition of the
“Chicago school.” Cloward and Ohlin also
link anomie theory to a more recent theoreti-
cal development, the general theory of sub-
cultures, and especially the aspect of the
theory that is concerned with the emergence
and development of new subcultural forms.!?
What these other theories have in common
is an insistence that deviant as well as non-
deviant action is typically not contrived
within the solitary individual psyche, but is
part of a collaborative social activity, in
which the things that other people say and
do give meaning, value, and effect to one’s
own behavior.

The incorporation of this recognition into
anomie theory is the principal signficance
of Cloward’s notion of illegitimate oppor-
tunity structures. These opportunity struc-
tures are going social concerns in the individ-
ual’s milieu, which provide opportunities to
learn and to perform deviant actions and
lend moral support to the deviant when he
breaks with conventional norms and goals.

This is the explicit link with the cultural
transmission—differential association tradi-
tion. The argument is carried a step farther
with the recognition that, even in the ab-
sence of an already established deviant cul-
ture and social organization, a number of
individuals with like problems and in effec-
tive communication with one another may
join together to do what no one can do alone.
They may provide one another with refer-
ence objects, collectively contrive a subcul-
ture to replace or neutralize the conventional
culture, and support and shield one another
in their deviance. This is the explicit link
to the newer theory of subcultures.!?

10 Cloward, op. cit., and Richard A. Cloward and
Lloyd E. Ohlin, Delinquency and Opportunity, A
Theory of Delinguent Gangs, Glencoe, IIl.: The Free
Press, 1960.

11 Jbid.

12 Albert K. Cohen, Delinquent Boys, The Culture
of the Gang, Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, Ch. 3,
and Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure,
op cit., p. 179,

There is one more step in this direction
that has not been so explicitly taken. Those
who join hands in deviant enterprises need
not be people with like problems, nor need
their deviance be of the same sort. Within
the framework of anomie theory, we may
think of these people as individuals with
quite variant problems or strains which lend
themselves to a common solution, but a com-
mon solution in which each participates in
different ways. I have in mind the brothel
keeper and the crooked policeman, the black
marketeer and his customer, the desperate
student and the term paper merchant, the
bookie and the wire services. These do not
necessarily constitute solidary collectivities,
like delinquent gangs, but they are struc-
tures of action with a division of labor
through which each, by his deviance, serves
the interests of the others. Theirs is an “or-
ganic solidarity,” in contrast to the “mechan-
ical solidarity” of Cloward and Ohlin’s
gangs. Some of Merton’s own writing on
functionalism—for example, his discussion
of the exchange of services involved in polit-
ical corruption—is extremely relevant here,
but it is not explicitly integrated into his
anomie theory.!3

THE ASSUMPTION OF DISCONTINUITY

To say that anomie theory suffers from
the assumption of discontinuity is to imply
that it treats the deviant act as though it
were an abrupt change of state, a leap from
a state of strain or anomie to a state of de-
viance. Although this overstates the weakness
in Merton’s theory the expression, ‘“the as-
sumption of discontinuity,” does have the
heuristic value of drawing attention to an
important difference in emphasis between
anomie theory and other traditions in Amer-
ican sociology, and to the direction of move-
ment in anomie theory itself. Human action,
deviant or otherwise, is something that typi-
cally develops and grows in a tentative,
groping, advancing, backtracking, sounding-
out process. People taste and feel their way
along. They begin an act and do not com-
plete it. They start doing one thing and end
up by doing another. They extricate them-
selves from progressive involvement or become

18 Social Theory and Social Structure, op. cit.,
pp. 71-82.
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further involved to the point of commitment.
These processes of progressive involvement
and disinvolvement are important enough to
deserve explicit recognition and treatment
in their own right. They are themselves sub-
ject to normative regulation and structural
constraint in complex ways about which we
have much to learn. Until recently, how-
ever, the dominant bias in American sociol-
ogy has been toward formulating theory in
terms of variables that describe initial states,
on the one hand, and outcomes, on the other,
rather than in terms of processes whereby
acts and complex structures of action are
built, elaborated, and transformed. Notable
exceptions are interaction process analysis,!*
the brand of action theory represented by
Herbert Blumer,'® and the descriptions of
deviance by Talcott Parsons® and by
Howard Becker.!” Anomie theory has taken
increasing cognizance of such processes.
Cloward and Merton both point out, for ex-
ample, that behavior may move through
“patterned sequences of deviant roles” and
from “one type of adaptation to another.” 18
But this hardly does justice to the micro-
sociology of the deviant act. It suggests a
series of discontinuous leaps from one de-
viant state to another almost as much as it
does the kind of process I have in mind.

RESPONSES TO DEVIANCE

Very closely related to the foregoing point
is the conception of the development of the
act as a feedback, or, in more traditional
language, interaction process. The history of
a deviant act is a history of an interaction
process. The antecedents of the act are an un-
folding sequence of acts contributed by a

14 Robert F. Bales, Interaction Process Analysis:
A Method for the Study of Small Groups, Cam-
bridge: Addison-Wesley, 1950.

15 Herbert Blumer, “Society as Symbolic Inter-
action,” in Arnold M. Rose (ed.), Human Behavior
and Social Processes, Boston: Houghton, Mifflin,
1962, pp. 179-192.

16 Talcott Parsons, The Social System, Glencoe,
Il.: The Free Press, 1951, Ch. 7.

17 Howard S. Becker, Outsiders: Studies in the
Sociology of Deviance, New York: The Free Press
of Glencoe, 1963, esp. Ch. 2.

18 Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure,
op. cit., p. 152; Cloward, op. cit., p. 175; Cloward
and Ohlin, op. cit., pp. 179-184; Merton, “Con-
formity, Deviation, and -Opportunity-Structures,”
op. cit., p. 188.

set of actors. A makes a move, possibly in
a deviant direction; B responds; A responds
to B’s responses, etc. In the course of this
interaction, movement in a deviant direction
may become more explicit, elaborated, de-
finitive—or it may not. Although the act
may be socially ascribed to only one of them,
both ego and alter help to shape it. The
starting point of anomie theory was the
question, “Given the social structure, or
ego’s milieu, what will ego do?” The milieu
was taken as more-or-less given, an inde-
pendent variable whose value is fixed, and
ego’s behavior as an adaptation, or perhaps
a series of adaptations, to that milieu.
Anomie theory has come increasingly to rec-
ognize the effects of deviance upon the very
variables that determine deviance. But if we
are interested in a general theory of deviant
behavior we must explore much more system-
atically ways of conceptualizing the inter-
action between deviance and milieu.?® I sug-
gest the following such lines of exploration.

If ego’s behavior can be conceptualized
in terms of acceptance and rejection of goals
and means, the same can be done with alter’s
responses. Responses to deviance can no
more be left normatively unregulated than
deviance itself. Whose business it is to in-
tervene, at what point, and what he may or
may not do is defined by a normatively es-
tablished division of labor. In short, for any
given role—parent, priest, psychiatrist,
neighbor, policeman, judge—the norms pre-
scribe, with varying degrees of definiteness,
what they are supposed to do and %4ow they
are supposed to do it when other persons,
in specified roles, misbehave. The culture
prescribes goals and regulates the choice of
means. Members of ego’s role set can stray
from cultural prescriptions in all the ways
that ego can. They may overemphasize the
goals and neglect the normative restrictions,
they may adhere ritualistically to the nor-
matively approved means and neglect the
goals, and so forth. I have spelled out the
five possibilities on alter’s side more fully
elsewhere.2® The theoretical value of apply-

19 Dubin, op. cit., esp. p. 151, and Merton’s re-
marks on “typology of responses to deviant be-
havior,” in his “Conformity, Deviation, and Oppor-
tunity-Structures,” op. cit., pp. 185-186.

20 Albert K. Cohen, “The Study of Social Dis-
organization and Deviant Behavior,” in Robert K.



10 AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

ing Merton’s modes of adaptation to re-
sponses to deviant acts is not fully clear; yet
it seems worthy of exploration for at least
two reasons.

First, one determinant of ego’s response
to alter’s attempts at control, and of the re-
sponses of third parties whom ego or alter
might call to their aid, is certainly the per-
ceived legitimacy of alter’s behavior.
Whether ego yields or resists, plays the part
of the good loser or the abused victim, takes
his medicine or is driven to aggravated devi-
ance, depends in part on whether alter has
the right to do what he does, whether the
response is proportional to the offense, and
SO on.

Normative rules also regulate the devi-
ant’s response to the intervention of control
agents. How the control agent responds to
the deviant, after the first confrontation, de-
pends on his perception of the legitimacy of
the deviant’s response £0 kim, and not only
on the nature of the original deviant act.
For example, this perceived legitimacy plays
an important part in police dispositions of
cases coming to their attention.

This approach also directs attention to
strain in alter’s role, the adequacy of #kis
resources relative to the responsibilities with
which he is charged by virtue of his role,
and the illegitimate opportunities available
to him. A familiar example would be the
normative restrictions on the means police
may consider effective to do the job with
which they are charged, and variations in
the availability to them of various illegiti-
mate means to the same end.

The disjunction between goals and means
and the choice of adaptations depend on the
opportunity structure. The opportunity
structure consists in or is the result of the
actions of other people. These in turn are
in part reactions to ego’s behavior and may
undergo change in response to that behavior.
The development of ego’s action can, there-
fore, be conceptualized as a series of re-
sponses, on the part of ego, to a series of
changes in the opportunity structure re-
sulting from ego’s actions. More specifically,
alter’s responses may open up, close off, or
leave unaffected legitimate opportunities for

Merton, Leonard Broom, and Leonard S. Cottrell,
Jr. (eds.), Sociology Today, New York: Basic
Books, 1959, pp. 464—465.

ego, and they may do the same to illegiti-
mate opportunities. The following simplified
table reduces the possibilities to four.

RESPONSES OF THE OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURE
10 EG0’s DEVIANCE

Legitimate Illegitimate

Opportunities Opportunities
Open up I II
Close off III v

1. Open up legitimate opportunities. Spe-
cial efforts may be made to find employment
opportunities for delinquents and criminals.
On an individual basis this has long been
one of the chief tasks of probation officers.
On a mass basis it has become more and
more prominent in community-wide efforts
to reduce delinquency rates.

Black markets may sometimes be reduced
by making more of the product available
in the legal market or by reducing the pres-
sure on the legal supply through rationing.

Several years ago the Indiana University
faculty had a high rate of violation of cam-
pus parking regulations, in part because of
the disjunction between the demand for
parking spaces and the supply. The virtuous
left early for work and hunted wearily for
legitimate parking spaces. The contemptuous
parked anywhere and sneered at tickets.
One response to this situation was to create
new parking lots and to expand old ones.
Since the new parking spaces were available
to all, and not only to the former violators,
this provides a clear instance where the vir-
tuous—or perhaps the timid—as well as the
deviants themselves are the beneficiaries of
deviance.?!

II. Open wup illegitimate opportunities.
Alter, instead of fighting ego, may facilitate
his deviance by joining him in some sort of
collusive illicit arrangement from which
both profit. The racketeer and the law en-
forcement officer, the convict and the guard,
the highway speeder and the traffic police-
man, may arrive at an understanding to re-
duce the cost of deviance.

Alter, whether he be a discouraged parent,
a law enforcement official, or a dean of stu-

21 William J. Chambliss, The Deterrent Influence
of Punishment: A Study of the Violation of Park-
ing Regulations, ML.A. thesis (sociology), Indiana
University, 1960.
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dents, may simply give up efforts system-
atically to enforce a rule and limit himself
to sporadic, token gestures.

An important element in Cloward and
Ohlin’s theory of delinquent subcultures is
that those who run the criminal syndicates
are ever alert for promising employees, and
that a certain number of those who demon-
strate proficiency in the more juvenile forms
of crime will be given jobs in the criminal
organization.

II1. Closing off legitimate opportunities.
The example that comes most readily to
mind is what Tannenbaum calls the “drama-
tization of evil.” 22 A deviant act, if unde-
tected or ignored, might not be repeated. On
the other hand, others might react to it by
publicly defining the actor as a delinquent,
a fallen woman, a criminal. These defini-
tions ascribe to him a social role, change his
public image, and activate a set of appro-
priate responses. These responses may in-
clude exclusion from avenues of legitimate
opportunity formerly open to him, and thus
enhance the relative attractiveness of the
illegitimate.

IV. Closing off illegitimate opportunities.
This is what we usually think of first when
we think about “social control.” It includes
increasing surveillance, locking the door, in-
creasing the certainty and severity of pun-
ishment, cutting off access to necessary sup-
plies, knocking out the fix. These measures
may or may not achieve the intended effect.
On the one hand, they make deviance more
difficult. On the other hand, they may stimu-
late the deviant, or the deviant coalition, to
ingenuity in devising new means to circum-
vent the new restrictions.

The table is a way of conceptualizing
alter’s actions. The same alter might re-
spond simultaneously in different cells of the
table, as may different alters, and these
responses might reinforce or counteract one
another. Responses might fall in different
cells at different stages of the interaction
process. In any case, as soon as we conceive
of the opportunity structure as a dependent
as well as an independent variable, this way
of thinking suggests itself as a logical ex-
tension of the anomie schema.

22 Frank Tannenbaum, Crime and the Com-
munity, New York: Ginn, 1938, Ch. 7.

Parsons’ paradigm of social control is in
his opinion applicable not only to deviance,
but also to therapy and rehabilitative proc-
esses in general. According to this paradigm,
the key elements in alter’s behavior are sup-
port, permissiveness, denial of reciprocity,
and rewards, judiciously balanced, and stra-
tegically timed and geared to the develop-
ment of ego’s behavior.2® To exploit the pos-
sibilities of this and other paradigms of
control, one must define more precisely these
categories of alter’s behavior, develop rele-
vant ways of coding ego’s responses to alter’s
responses, and investigate both theoretically
and empirically the structure of extended
interaction processes conceptualized in these
terms.

Finally, the interaction process may be
analyzed from the standpoint of its conse-
quences for stability or change in the nor-
mative structure itself. Every act of deviance
can be thought of as a pressure on the nor-
mative structure, a test of its limits, an
exploration of its meaning, a challenge to
its validity. Responses to deviance may re-
affirm or shore up the normative structure;
they may be ritual dramatizations of the
seriousness with which the community takes
violations of its norms. Or deviance may
prompt re-examination of the boundaries of
the normatively permissible, resulting in
either explicit reformulation of the rule or
implicit changes in its meaning, so that the
deviant becomes redefined as nondeviant, or
the nondeviant as deviant. Thus deviance
may be reduced or increased by changes in
the norms.2¢ These processes go on within
the household, courts of law, administrative
agencies, and legislative chambers, but also
in the mass media, the streets, and the other
forums in which “public opinion” is shaped.
Although these processes may be punctu-
ated by dramatic, definitive events, like the
passage of a new law or the promulgation
of a new set of regulations on allowable in-
come tax deductions, the pressure of devi-
ance on the normative structure and the
responses of the normative structure to devi-
ance constitute continuing, uninterrupted,
interaction processes. One goal of deviance

23 0p. cit., pp. 297-325.

24 Theodore M. Mills, “Equilibrium and the Proc-
esses of Deviance and Control,” American Sociolog-
ical Review, 24 (October, 1959), pp. 671-679.
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theory is to determine under what condi-
tions feedback circuits promote change and
under what conditions they inhibit change
in the normative structure.

In this connection, one of Merton’s most
perceptive and fruitful distinctions is that
between the “nonconformist” and other types
of deviant.?® Whereas the criminal and oth-
ers typically violate the norms in pursuit of
their own ends, but in no sense seek to
change those norms (though such change
might very well be an unanticipated conse-
quence of their cumulative deviance), the
nonconformist’s objective is precisely to
change the normative system itself. This
distinction suggests, in turn, the concept of
the “test case” (which need not be limited
to the context of legal norms and the formal
judicial system)—i.e., the act openly com-
mitted, with the intention of forcing a clari-
fication or redefinition of the norms. What
we must not overlook, however, is that any
deviant act, whatever its intention, may, in
a sense, function as a test case.

DEVIANCE AND SOCIAL IDENTITY

There is another piece of unfinished busi-
ness before anomie theory, and that is to
establish a more complete and successful
union with role theory and theory of the
self. The starting point of Merton’s theory
is the means-ends schema. His dramatis per-
sonae are cultural goals, institutional norms,
and the situation of action, consisting of
means and conditions. The disjunction be-
tween goals and means provides the motive
force behind action. Deviance is an effort to
reduce this disjunction and re-establish an
equilibrium between goals and means. It is-
sues from tension; it is an attempt to reduce
tension. Roles figure in this theory as a loca-
tional grid. They are the positions in the
social structure among which goals, norms
and means are distributed, where such dis-
junctions are located and such adaptations
carried out.

Another starting point for a theory of
deviant behavior grows out of the social
theory of George Herbert Mead. This start-

25 Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure,
0p. cit., pp. 360~368; Robert K. Merton and Robert
A. Nisbet, Contemporary Social Problems, New
York: Harcourt, Brace, 1961, pp. 725-728.

ing point is the actor engaged in an on-
going process of finding, building, testing,
validating, and expressing a self. The self
is linked to roles, but not primarily in a
locational sense. Roles enter, in a very inte-
gral and dynamic way, into the very struc-
ture of the self. They are part of the
categorical system of a society, the socially
recognized and meaningful categories of per-
sons. They are the kinds of people it is
possible to be in that society. The self is
constructed of these possibilities, or some
organization of these possibilities. One es-
tablishes a self by successfully claiming
membership in such categories.?®

To validate such a claim one must know
the social meaning of membership in such
roles: the criteria by which they are as-
signed, the qualities or behavior that func-
tion as signs of membership, the character-
istics that measure adequacy in the roles.
These meanings must be learned. To some
degree, this learning may be accomplished
before one has identified or even toyed with
the roles. Such learning Merton has called
anticipatory socialization. To some degree,
however, it continues even after one has be-
come more or less committed to a role, in
the process of presenting one’s self, experi-
encing and reading the feedback, and cor-
recting one’s notion of what it is to be
that kind of person. An actor learns that
the behavior signifying membership in a
particular role includes the kinds of clothes
he wears, his posture and gait, his likes and
dislikes, what he talks about and the opin-
ions he expresses—everything that goes into
what we call the style of life. Such aspects
of behavior are difficult to conceptualize as
either goals or means; in terms of their
relation to the role, at least, their function
is better described as expressive or sym-
bolic. But the same can be said even of the
goals one pursues and the means one em-
ploys; they too may communicate and con-
firm an identity.

Now, given a role, and given the orienta-
tions to goals and to means that have been

26 George Herbert Mead, Mind, Self, and So-
ciety, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1934;
Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Every-
day Life, New York: Doubleday Anchor, 1959, and
Stigma, Notes on the Management of Spoiled Iden-
tity, Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1963.
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assumed because they are part of the social
definition of that role, there may be a dis-
junction between goals and means. Much of
what we call deviant behavior arises as a
way of dealing with this disjunction. As
anomie theory has been formally stated, this
is where it seems to apply. But much devi-
ant behavior cannot readily be formulated
in these terms at all. Some of it, for exam-
ple, is directly expressive of the roles. A
tough and bellicose posture, the use of ob-
scene language, participation in illicit sex-
ual activity, the immoderate consumption of
alcohol, the deliberate flouting of legality
and authority, a generalized disrespect for
the sacred symbols of the ‘“square” world,
a taste for marijuana, even suicide—all of
these may have the primary function of af-
firming, in the language of gesture and deed,
that one is a certain kind of person. The
message-symbol relationship, or that of
claim and evidence, seems to fit this behav-
ior better than the ends-means relationship.

Sexual seduction, for example, may be
thought of as illicit means to the achieve-
ment of a goal. The point is, however, that
the seduction need not be an adaptation to
the insufficiency of other means, a response
to disjunction. One may cultivate the art
of seduction because this sort of expertise
is directly significant of a coveted role. In-
deed, the very value and meaning of the
prize are conferred by the means employed.
One could, of course, say that the expertise
is itself the goal, but then it is still a goal
that expresses and testifies to a role. Finally,
one could say that the goal of the act is
to validate the role, and all these kinds of
behavior are means to this end. I think this
statement is plausible and can be defended.
If it s the intent of anomie theory, then
the language of tension reduction does not
seem to fit very well. The relation I have
in mind, between deviant act and social
role, is like the relation between pipe and
elbow patches and the professorial role. Like
the professor’s behavior, it is not necessarily
a pis aller, a means that one has hit on after
others have failed. It commends itself, it is
gratifying, because it seems so right—not in
a moral sense, but in the sense that it fits
so well with the image one would like to
have of oneself.

One important implication of this view

is that it shifts the focus of theory and
research from the disjunction and its resolu-
tion to the process of progressive involve-
ment in, commitment to, and movement
among social roles, and the processes
whereby one learns the behavior that is sig-
nificant of the roles. One may, like the child
acquiring his sex identity, come to accept
and identify with a role before he is quite
clear what it means to be that sort of per-
son, how one goes about being one. But once
one has established the identity, he has an
interest in learning these things and making
use of that learning. Thus Howard Becker’s
dance band musicians arrive at that estate
by various routes. For many of them, how-
ever, it is only as this identity is crystal-
lizing that they fully learn what being a
musician means within the world of musi-
cians. They discover, so to speak, what they
are, and what they are turns out to be
highly unconventional people.2” We seek
roles for various reasons, some of them hav-
ing little to do with tension reduction, and
having found the role, come into unantici-
pated legacies of deviant behavior.

The same processes operate in movement
in the other direction, toward restoration to
conformity. They are most dramatically il-
lustrated in religious conversion. As the sin-
ner is born again, with a new identity fash-
ioned out of new roles, whole bundles of
behavior, not all of them deviant, are cast
aside, and new bundles are picked up. Rela-
tively little may be learned by examining,
one at a time, the items these bundles con-
tain, the sense in which they constitute
means to ends, and their adequacy to their
respective goals. The decisive event is the
transformation of self and social identity.
At that moment a wholesale transformation
of behavior is determined.

Anomie theory is, perhaps, concerned with
one structural source of deviance, while the
ideas just presented are concerned with an-
other. Neither one need be more faithful to
reality than the other, and the defense of
one need not be a challenge to the other.
But those who are interested in the develop-
ment of a general theory of deviance can
hardly let matters stand at that. Is it pos-
sible to make any general statements about
the kinds of deviance that may be attrib-

27 Howard S. Becker, 0. cit., Ch. 5.
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uted to anomie and the kinds that may be
attributed to role validation through behav-
ior culturally significant of membership in
the role? Or may two instances of any sort
of deviant behavior, identical in their mani-
fest or “phenotypic” content, differ in their
sources or “genotypic” structure?
Ultimately, however we must investigate
the possible ways in which the two kinds
or sources of deviance interact or interpene-
trate. For example, does role symbolism
function as a structural constraint on the
choice of means, and instrumental or means-
ends considerations as a structural con-
straint on the choice of expressive symbol-
ism? Does behavior that originates as a

characteristic adaptation to the anomie as-
sociated with a particular role, come in time
to signify membership in that role and
thereby to exercise a secondary or even in-
dependent attraction or repulsion, depending
on one’s orientation toward the role itself?
Finally, is it possible that in any instance
of deviant behavior, or, for that matter, any
behavior, both processes are intertwined in
ways that cannot be adequately described
in terms of presently available modes of con-
ceptualization? I suggest that we must bring
the two schemes into more direct and ex-
plicit confrontation and try to evolve a for-
mulation that will fuse and harness the
power of both.

PSYCHOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS OF ANOMY *

HerBerT McCrosky AND JoHN H. ScHAAR
University of California, Berkeley

Almost all work on anomy to date has employed “sociological” explanations to the virtual
exclusion of all others. This paper claims that the standard sociological theory of anomy has
serious conceptual weaknesses and cannot satisfactorily account for many of the relevant
facts. Data are presented from two extensive surveys, employing a large battery of personality
and attitude scales. The results show that anomic responses are powerfully governed by
cognitive and personality factors (e.g., hostility, anxiety, inflexible defensiveness,-etc.), and
that these relations hold either independently of, or in combination with, social influences.
Indirect support is furnished for the view that anomy—defined as a sense of normlessness—
results from impediments to interaction, communication, and learning, and is a sign of
impaired socialization. These impediments can be intellectual, attitudinal, social, or psychologi-

cal in nature.

1938, around 35 scientific papers have
appeared on the subject of anomy,!
most of them since 1950. In addition, the

SINCE Merton’s seminal contribution of

* This is publication A34 of the Survey Research
Center, University of California, Berkeley. The data
presented in the paper have been prepared and
analyzed under grants from the Rockefeller Founda-
tion and the Social Science Research Council. A
fellowship to the senior author by the Center for
Advanced Studies in the Behavorial Sciences was of
great value in processing the Minnesota study. This
investigation was supported in part by Public
Health Service Research Grant MH-05837, from
the National Institutes of Health.

1 The word is Greek in origin. It was transliterated
into Latin as anomie and into English as anomy. In
that spelling the word was frequently used by 17th-
century writers. Durkheim transliterated the word
into French as anomie, and recent American writers
have adopted his usage. Since the concept now en-

concept has been used in a large number of
books and essays and applied to discussions
of an astonishing variety of topics, ranging
from delinquency among the young to apathy
among the old, and including along the way
such matters as political participation, status
aspirations, the behavior of men in prisons,
narcotics addiction, urbanization, race rela-
tions, social change, and suicide.

Virtually all of this work has employed a
single explanatory model for the analysis of
anomy: a specified social-cultural condition
gives rise to specified feelings in individuals
which in turn result in specified behaviors.
Different writers have worked variations on
this scheme, but nobody has challenged the
joys full recognition in the vocabulary of American

social science, we thought it appropriate to restore
the word in its English spelling.
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