
What Are The Functions Of Deviance According To
Emile Durkheim?

What Are The Functions Of Deviance According To Emile Durkheim?

Understanding the role of deviance within society has been a central concern for sociologists for decades.
Among these thinkers, Emile Durkheim, one of the founding fathers of sociology, made significant
contributions to our understanding of deviance. Durkheim’s perspective on deviance is not merely
negative or dismissive; instead, he viewed deviance as an essential component of social structure that serves
important functions. This article explores the various functions of deviance according to Emile Durkheim,
highlighting how deviant behaviors contribute to social cohesion, social change, and the reinforcement of
societal norms.

---

Emile Durkheim’s Perspective on Deviance

Durkheim's theories emphasize that society is a complex system of interconnected parts, each serving a
purpose to maintain stability and order. Deviance, in his view, is not an anomaly but a normal part of social
life. In his seminal work "The Division of Labour in Society" and "Suicide," Durkheim argues that deviance
fulfills several key functions within society, which are crucial for social cohesion and progress.

---

Key Functions of Deviance According to Durkheim

Durkheim identified multiple functions that deviance performs in society. These functions can be broadly
categorized into social cohesion, social change, boundary maintenance, and innovation. Understanding these
functions provides insight into why societies tolerate or even sometimes encourage certain deviant
behaviors.

---

1. Reinforcing Social Norms and Values



One of the primary functions of deviance, according to Durkheim, is to reinforce the collective conscience—
the shared beliefs and values of a society. When deviant acts occur, they often provoke collective
reactions—such as outrage or punishment—that reaffirm what is considered acceptable behavior.

How this works:

- Deviant acts highlight the boundaries of acceptable conduct.
- Society responds to deviance through sanctions, which serve to reinforce norms.
- The collective outrage mobilizes community members, strengthening social bonds.

Example:
When a crime such as theft occurs, the community's response—be it legal action or social
condemnation—reaffirms the importance of property rights and honesty.

---

2. Promoting Social Cohesion and Solidarity

Deviance can bring people together, fostering social cohesion. When society collectively condemns a
deviant act, it unites members in shared values and collective identity.

How deviance fosters cohesion:

- The reaction to deviant behavior often involves collective rituals or condemnations.
- These shared responses reinforce a sense of belonging and collective identity.
- The unity formed in opposition to deviance enhances social solidarity.

Example:
National reactions to acts of terrorism often serve to unite citizens against a common threat, reinforcing
national values and solidarity.

---

3. Facilitating Social Change and Evolution

Durkheim recognized that deviance could be a catalyst for social change. Deviant behaviors challenge
existing norms, prompting society to re-evaluate and sometimes modify its values.

Mechanisms of social change via deviance:



- Deviant acts can expose flaws or injustices in current norms.
- They can initiate debates and discussions leading to reform.
- Over time, what was once considered deviant may become accepted, leading to normative shifts.

Example:
Civil rights movements often involve acts of deviance (such as protests) which challenge unjust norms and
lead to societal reform.

---

4. Encouraging Innovation and Progress

Deviance can stimulate creativity and innovation by questioning existing social arrangements. This
function aligns with Durkheim’s view that social progress often involves breaking away from traditional
norms.

How deviance encourages innovation:

- Deviant individuals or groups introduce new ideas or behaviors.
- Society may incorporate some of these innovations, leading to social evolution.
- Without deviance, societies might stagnate and resist necessary change.

Example:
Innovative scientific ideas or social reforms often originate from individuals who challenge the status quo.

---

5. Clarifying the Boundaries of Acceptable Behavior

Deviance helps society delineate what is acceptable and unacceptable. By identifying behaviors that are
deviant, society clarifies its moral and social boundaries.

Process involved:

- Deviant acts serve as examples of behaviors that violate norms.
- Society responds with sanctions or penalties.
- This process clarifies the limits of acceptable conduct.

Example:
Laws against drunk driving serve to define and uphold societal standards around safety and responsibility.



---

Durkheim’s Concept of Anomie and Deviance

A related concept in Durkheim’s work is "anomie," a state of normlessness that occurs during periods of
rapid social change or crisis. Anomie increases the likelihood of deviant behavior because individuals feel
disconnected from social norms.

Function of deviance in relation to anomie:

- Deviance can signal social instability.
- It highlights areas where norms are weak or in flux.
- Addressing deviance associated with anomie can help restore social order.

---

The Balance Between Deviance and Social Order

Durkheim emphasized that some level of deviance is inevitable and even necessary for a healthy society.
Too much deviance can threaten social cohesion, but too little can lead to social stagnation. Therefore,
societies develop mechanisms to manage deviance effectively.

Strategies include:

- Creating laws and sanctions to deter excessive deviance.
- Encouraging social institutions that promote conformity.
- Allowing space for minor deviant acts that promote social evolution.

---

Implications for Modern Society

Durkheim’s insights into the functions of deviance remain relevant today. Understanding that deviance
plays a role in social cohesion and change can inform policies and social interventions.

Applications include:



- Lawmaking: Recognizing the need for laws that define and manage deviant behavior.
- Social Movements: Viewing protests and civil disobedience as potential catalysts for social progress.
- Community Building: Harnessing collective responses to deviance to strengthen social bonds.

---

Conclusion

Emile Durkheim’s perspective on deviance offers a nuanced understanding of its essential functions within
society. Deviance is not merely a threat or a disruption but a vital component that maintains social cohesion,
promotes solidarity, facilitates social change, encourages innovation, and clarifies societal boundaries.
Recognizing these functions helps us appreciate the complex role deviance plays in the ongoing evolution
of social structures. By managing deviance effectively, societies can foster stability while remaining
adaptable and progressive.

---
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This comprehensive exploration underscores the importance of understanding deviance through
Durkheim’s lens, emphasizing its integral functions that sustain and shape society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary perspective of Emile Durkheim on the functions of
deviance in society?
Durkheim viewed deviance as a necessary part of social order that helps reinforce societal norms, promote
social cohesion, and facilitate social change.



How does Durkheim explain the role of deviance in strengthening social
bonds?
Durkheim believed that deviance unites members of a society by reaffirming shared values and norms
through collective reactions to deviant behavior.

According to Durkheim, what is the function of deviance in promoting
social change?
Deviance can challenge outdated norms and inspire reforms or new social norms, thus contributing to social
evolution and progress.

In Durkheim’s view, how does deviance contribute to societal stability?
Deviance helps clarify societal boundaries and reinforces the collective conscience, maintaining social order
despite the presence of rule-breaking behaviors.

What are the positive functions of deviance identified by Durkheim?
Durkheim identified functions such as social cohesion, norm clarification, and fostering social change as
positive roles that deviance plays in society.

How does Durkheim’s theory of deviance differ from other sociological
perspectives?
Unlike theories that view deviance solely as a problem or pathology, Durkheim saw it as a necessary
element that contributes to the health and evolution of society by reinforcing norms and encouraging
adaptation.

Additional Resources
Deviance — a term that often carries negative connotations in everyday discourse — has been extensively
analyzed by sociologists, notably Emile Durkheim, who revolutionized our understanding of its role within
society. Durkheim’s perspective on deviance extends far beyond mere rule-breaking; he regarded it as an
integral component of social structure and cohesion. In this detailed exploration, we delve into Durkheim’s
nuanced functions of deviance, examining how it contributes to societal stability, change, and collective
morality.

---



Introduction to Durkheim’s View on Deviance

Émile Durkheim, a pioneering figure in sociology, revolutionized how we perceive social phenomena,
including deviance. Unlike common perceptions that frame deviance solely as a negative or pathological
feature, Durkheim viewed it as a necessary and functional aspect of society. His core argument was that
deviance is not abnormal but rather an inevitable part of social life that serves specific functions. This
perspective is foundational in understanding how societies maintain order and adapt over time.

---

Core Functions of Deviance According to Durkheim

Durkheim identified several key functions of deviance, emphasizing its role in reinforcing social cohesion,
promoting social change, and clarifying moral boundaries. Below, each function is analyzed in depth.

1. Deviance Reinforces Social Cohesion and Collective Sentiments

One of Durkheim’s primary assertions is that deviance plays a crucial role in strengthening social bonds
among members of a community. When members respond collectively to deviant acts—whether through
condemnation, punishment, or moral outrage—they reaffirm shared values and norms.

- Social Response as a Collective Ritual: Acts of deviance often trigger communal reactions, such as rituals,
ceremonies, or public condemnations. These responses serve as collective affirmations of societal values,
reminding members of the moral boundaries they collectively uphold.

- Reinforcing Norms: By punishing or denouncing deviant behavior, society clarifies what is considered
acceptable. This process helps maintain social order by clearly delineating boundaries of acceptable conduct.

- Creating Solidarity: The collective reaction to deviance fosters a sense of unity among conforming
members. When society unites against deviance, it reinforces social solidarity and shared identity.

Example: Public outrage over criminal acts or social taboos often leads to communal expressions of
disapproval, which in turn strengthen group cohesion.

2. Deviance Promotes Social Change and Innovation

While deviance often signifies violation of norms, Durkheim recognized its potential as a catalyst for social



progress. Deviant behaviors can challenge outdated or unjust norms, paving the way for societal evolution.

- Source of Innovation: Many social movements and reforms originate from deviant acts or ideas that push
boundaries of existing norms. For example, civil rights movements or revolutionary ideas often begin with
individuals or groups challenging the status quo.

- Highlighting Normative Gaps: Deviant behavior can expose inconsistencies or shortcomings in societal
values, prompting re-evaluation and reform.

- Encouraging Adaptation: As society confronts deviant acts, it may adapt its norms or laws to better reflect
contemporary values or needs.

Example: The abolition of slavery involved deviant acts and opposition to the status quo, eventually leading
to profound societal change.

3. Deviance Clarifies and Reinforces Moral Boundaries

Durkheim argued that deviance helps society define its moral boundaries by drawing clear distinctions
between what is acceptable and unacceptable.

- Boundary Maintenance: When individuals or groups act deviantly, society responds in ways that
emphasize moral standards, thus clarifying societal expectations.

- Moral Dialogue: Deviance sparks discussions about values and norms, contributing to societal moral
development.

- Preventing Moral Erosion: Regular enforcement of norms through responses to deviance prevents moral
decline by maintaining standards.

Example: Legal penalties for criminal acts serve to reinforce societal values about justice, safety, and
morality.

4. Deviance Facilitates Social Cohesion Through Collective Responses

Beyond individual reactions, societal responses to deviance—such as laws, sanctions, or moral
condemnations—serve to unify members in their shared commitment to societal norms.

- Unified Stance Against Deviance: Society’s collective condemnation fosters a sense of shared morality.

- Expressing Social Values: Responses to deviance articulate the collective moral stance, reinforcing social



identity.

- Creating a Sense of Justice: Punishing deviance affirms societal values and ensures social stability.

Example: Court proceedings and legal sanctions are public demonstrations of society’s stance against certain
behaviors, reinforcing social cohesion.

Durkheim’s Perspective on Deviance and Social Change

Durkheim acknowledged that deviance is not only functional but also essential for societal evolution.
Deviance can be a sign of underlying social tensions, and its presence indicates areas where norms may
need to be reevaluated or reformed.

Deviance as a Marker of Social Boundaries

Deviant acts demarcate societal boundaries by illustrating what is outside acceptable behavior. This
boundary-setting is essential for social regulation.

Deviance as a Source of Innovation

Deviant individuals or groups often challenge existing norms, leading to new ideas and social progress.
Durkheim saw this as a healthy process that prevents stagnation.

Deviance and Social Cohesion

While deviance can threaten social order, responses to deviance also create opportunities for societal
reaffirmation and unity.

---

Implications of Durkheim’s Theory of Deviance

Understanding deviance through Durkheim’s lens has broad implications for social policy, law enforcement,
and community relations.



- Prevention and Response: Recognizing the functional role of deviance encourages society to respond
proportionally and constructively, rather than simply punishing.

- Promoting Social Change: Societies can harness deviance as a force for progress by listening to dissenting
voices and addressing underlying social tensions.

- Maintaining Social Cohesion: Collective responses to deviance should aim to reinforce shared values and
promote social harmony.

---

Critiques and Limitations of Durkheim’s View

While Durkheim’s perspective offers valuable insights, it has faced criticism.

- Overemphasis on Social Cohesion: Critics argue that not all responses to deviance foster social solidarity;
some may perpetuate inequality or injustice.

- Neglect of Power Dynamics: Durkheim’s theory does not fully account for how power relations influence
what is labeled deviant and how responses are shaped.

- Potential for Justifying Harmful Norms: Viewing deviance as functional may sometimes justify
oppressive or harmful societal norms.

---

Conclusion

Emile Durkheim’s analysis of deviance profoundly reshapes our understanding of social order. Far from
being a mere anomaly or pathology, deviance serves vital functions that uphold societal cohesion, catalyze
social change, and delineate moral boundaries. Recognizing these functions allows policymakers, social
workers, and communities to approach deviance with nuance and purpose, fostering societies that are
resilient, adaptable, and morally grounded. Durkheim’s insights remain enduring, offering a lens through
which to appreciate the complex, dynamic nature of social life.

---

In sum, Durkheim’s functions of deviance highlight its essential role in maintaining and evolving societal
structures. By acknowledging deviance as a functional element, societies can better navigate social tensions,



promote positive change, and uphold shared moral standards—an enduring testament to Durkheim’s
sociological genius.
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