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Understanding the nature of deviance—behavior that violates social norms—is a central
concern in sociology. The question of whether deviance is absolute or relative has sparked
extensive debate among sociologists. The perspective that most convincingly aligns with
the idea that deviance is relative—dependent on social context, norms, and cultural
values—is the sociological framework of structural functionalism. This article explores why
structural functionalism offers the most compelling explanation for the relativity of
deviance, contrasting it with other sociological perspectives, and examining the core
concepts that underpin this alignment.

Defining Deviance and Its Relativity

What Is Deviance?

Deviance refers to behaviors, beliefs, or conditions that violate societal norms. These
norms can be formal, such as laws, or informal, such as social expectations. Deviance is
not inherently negative but is socially constructed—what is considered deviant varies
across cultures, time periods, and social contexts.

The Concept of Relativity in Deviance

The relativity of deviance emphasizes that what is deemed deviant in one society or social
setting may be accepted or even celebrated in another. For example:

- Tattooing: Once considered deviant in many Western societies, tattoos are now
mainstream and often admired.

- Laws against alcohol consumption: Prohibition laws have changed over time, reflecting
shifting social attitudes.

- Gender norms: Behaviors labeled as deviant for one gender may be acceptable or even
expected for another.

This fluidity underscores that deviance is socially constructed, variable, and context-
dependent—core ideas that align with certain sociological perspectives more than others.



Overview of Major Sociological Perspectives on
Deviance

Structural Functionalism

- Views society as a complex system with interconnected parts.

- Emphasizes social stability and consensus.

- Deviance serves functions within society, such as clarifying norms and promoting social
cohesion.

- Recognizes that definitions of deviance are socially constructed and vary across contexts.

Conflict Perspective

- Focuses on social inequalities and power dynamics.
- Sees deviance as a tool used by powerful groups to maintain control.
- Argues that definitions of deviance reflect the interests of dominant classes.

Symbolic Interactionism

- Examines how individuals interpret and respond to deviant labels.
- Emphasizes social interaction and the process of labeling.
- Highlights that deviance is subjective and context-dependent.

While all perspectives offer valuable insights, the focus of this article is on how structural
functionalism aligns with the idea that deviance is relative.

Structural Functionalism and the Relativity of
Deviance

Core Principles of Structural Functionalism

Structural functionalism, rooted in the work of Emile Durkheim, views society as a
cohesive whole where each part serves a function. Deviance, in this framework, is
understood as:

- A necessary element of social stability.

- An indicator of social boundaries.

- A mechanism for social change.



The Function of Deviance in Society

Deviance plays several crucial roles:

- Clarifying Norms: Deviant acts highlight societal expectations, reinforcing what is
acceptable.

- Promoting Social Cohesion: Responses to deviance—such as condemnation—bring
members together.

- Encouraging Social Change: Deviance can challenge outdated norms, prompting
adaptation and reform.

Deviance as Relative and Context-Dependent

From a structural functionalist perspective, what is considered deviant depends on:
- The prevailing norms and values of a society at a given time.

- Cultural context, which influences norms.

- Social consensus, which defines the boundaries of acceptable behavior.

This perspective recognizes that norms are not fixed but evolve, and behaviors deemed
deviant vary accordingly.

Examples Demonstrating the Relativity of
Deviance in Structural Functionalism

Historical Changes in Norms

- Alcohol Consumption: During Prohibition in the United States (1920-1933), alcohol was
viewed as deviant and illegal. Post-Prohibition, alcohol consumption became legal and
socially accepted.

- Attitudes Toward Homosexuality: Same-sex relationships were widely considered
deviant, criminalized, and stigmatized in many societies. Over time, social attitudes have
shifted toward acceptance, reflecting changing norms.

Cross-Cultural Variations

- Polygamy: Accepted in some cultures, such as certain Muslim communities, but
considered deviant and illegal in Western societies.

- Dietary Practices: Certain foods or eating habits may be taboo or considered deviant in
one society but normal in another.

Contemporary Examples

- The social acceptance of tattoos and piercings varies dramatically across cultures and
generations.



- Norms around drug use differ: in some societies, certain drugs are criminalized, while in
others, they are decriminalized or accepted.

Contrasting Structural Functionalism with Other
Perspectives

Conflict Perspective

- Views deviance as a reflection of social inequalities.
- Focuses on how power and dominance influence what behaviors are labeled deviant.
- Less emphasis on the relativity of norms; more on who defines norms and for whom.

Symbolic Interactionism

- Concentrates on individual interactions and the process of labeling.
- Recognizes that deviance is socially constructed through interaction.
- Emphasizes the subjective and changing nature of deviant labels.

While symbolic interactionism highlights the fluidity of deviance at the individual level,
structural functionalism emphasizes societal functions and shared norms, aligning with
the idea that deviance is relative and context-dependent.

Conclusion: Why Structural Functionalism Most
Supports the Relativity of Deviance

The structural functionalist perspective is most aligned with the idea that deviance is
relative because it views societal norms as constructs that serve specific functions and are
subject to change over time and across cultures. It acknowledges that what is considered
deviant is not an absolute or inherent characteristic of behaviors but is shaped by social
consensus, cultural context, and historical circumstances.

By emphasizing the functions of deviance—such as reinforcing norms, promoting social
cohesion, and fostering social change—structural functionalism inherently views deviance
as a flexible, adaptable aspect of social life. It recognizes that social norms are not static
but evolve, leading to shifts in what behaviors are labeled deviant.

In contrast, other perspectives like conflict theory focus more on power struggles and
inequalities, often viewing deviance as a tool for maintaining social dominance, rather
than emphasizing the fluidity and contextual nature of norms. Symbolic interactionism



emphasizes individual perceptions and interactions, which, while acknowledging social
construction, does not explicitly focus on the societal functions of deviance in the same
way.

In summary, structural functionalism provides the most comprehensive framework for
understanding the relativity of deviance, emphasizing that norms are socially constructed,
variable, and serve vital functions within society. This perspective captures the dynamic,
context-dependent nature of deviance and its role in social stability and change.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main idea behind the relativity of deviance
in sociology?

The relativity of deviance suggests that what is considered deviant varies across cultures,
societies, and over time, indicating that deviance is socially constructed rather than
inherent to any act.

Which sociological perspective best explains the
relativity of deviance?

The symbolic interactionist perspective most closely aligns with the relativity of deviance,
emphasizing how social definitions and interactions shape perceptions of deviance.

How does structural functionalism view deviance in
relation to society?

Structural functionalism generally views deviance as a normal part of society that helps
define norms and promote social cohesion, but it does not focus on the relativity of
deviance across cultures.

Is the concept of the relativity of deviance more aligned
with structural functionalism or symbolic
interactionism?

It is more aligned with symbolic interactionism, which emphasizes social interactions and
cultural context in defining what is deviant.



Why does the relativity of deviance challenge a strict,
universal view of morality?

Because it shows that definitions of deviance are dependent on cultural norms and societal
contexts, challenging the idea that there is a universal standard of morality.

Can the structural functionalist perspective account for
the relativity of deviance?

While it recognizes deviance's role in social cohesion, it generally assumes more stable
societal norms, so it doesn't fully account for the relativity of deviance across different
cultures.

How does the symbolic interactionist perspective
explain changes in what is considered deviant?

It explains that social interactions and labelings influence perceptions of deviance, which
can change over time as norms and meanings evolve within society.

Which perspective emphasizes that deviance is socially
constructed and varies across societies?

The symbolic interactionist perspective emphasizes that deviance is socially constructed
and varies across different social and cultural contexts.

Does the focus on social context in defining deviance
support the idea that deviance is relative?

Yes, focusing on social context supports the idea that deviance is relative, as definitions
depend on societal norms and cultural meanings.

Additional Resources
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In the ever-evolving landscape of sociology, understanding what constitutes deviance
remains a complex endeavor. Deviance — behaviors, beliefs, or conditions that violate
societal norms — is not universally fixed but varies across cultures, contexts, and time
periods. This fluidity prompts a fundamental question: Which sociological perspective best
explains the relativity of deviance? The primary contenders are often Structural
Functionalism and Symbolic Interactionism, among others. However, when focusing on
how deviance is relative, fluid, and shaped by societal structures, Structural Functionalism
emerges as the perspective most aligned with this view. This article explores why that is,
delving into the core principles of structural functionalism, how it interprets deviance, and
contrasting it with other perspectives to clarify its unique stance on the relativity of



deviance.

Understanding the Concept of Deviance and Its Relativity

To appreciate the sociological perspective aligned with the relativity of deviance, it’s
essential to first grasp what deviance entails. Classical definitions describe deviance as
behaviors, ideas, or conditions that violate societal expectations. But these expectations
are not static; they are shaped by cultural norms, legal codes, moral standards, and social
consensus.

Key points about the relativity of deviance include:

- Cultural Variability: What is considered deviant in one culture may be normative in
another. For example, certain dress codes, dietary restrictions, or social rituals vary
worldwide.

- Temporal Changes: Societal standards evolve over time. Homosexuality, once widely
pathologized, is increasingly accepted as normal in many societies today.

- Contextual Factors: A behavior may be deemed deviant in one setting but acceptable
elsewhere. For instance, public nudity may be tolerated at a beach but considered
indecent elsewhere.

This variability underscores that deviance is not an inherent quality but a social construct,
dependent on societal norms and perceptions. The question then becomes: Which
sociological perspective best explains this fluidity?

Structural Functionalism: An Overview

Structural Functionalism is a sociological paradigm rooted in the works of Emile Durkheim
and later developed by sociologists such as Talcott Parsons and Robert K. Merton. It views
society as a complex system of interconnected parts, each with specific functions that
contribute to the stability and cohesion of the whole.

Core principles include:

- Society as a System: Society comprises various institutions (family, education, law,
religion) that work together.

- Functions and Dysfunctions: Social phenomena serve functions (positive contributions) or
dysfunctions (disruptions).

- Emphasis on Social Stability: Maintaining social order is paramount; deviance, from this
perspective, plays a specific role in this process.

In this framework, deviance is not merely a violation but an integral element that
contributes to the functioning of society.

How Structural Functionalism Explains the Relativity of Deviance



Deviance as a Social Function

One of the most influential ideas within structural functionalism regarding deviance is
Emile Durkheim’s assertion that deviance is a necessary part of social life. Durkheim
argued that:

> “Deviance affirms cultural norms and values.”
In other words, acts labeled as deviant serve important social functions, including:

- Reinforcing Social Boundaries: Deviant acts highlight what society considers acceptable,
reinforcing shared norms and values.

- Promoting Social Cohesion: Responses to deviant acts can bring communities together in
reaffirming their collective identity.

- Encouraging Social Change: Sometimes, deviance challenges outdated norms, paving the
way for societal progress.

The Relativity of Deviance in Structural Functionalism
From this perspective, what is considered deviant is inherently relative because:

- Norms Vary Across Societies: Different cultures prioritize different norms, so what is
deviant in one society (e.g., alcohol consumption) may be normative in another.

- Norms Evolve Over Time: Societies adapt their norms, and behaviors once considered
deviant (e.g., women voting, interracial marriage) become accepted.

- Social Contexts Shape Definitions: Certain behaviors may be deemed acceptable or
deviant depending on circumstances, roles, or social groups.

For example, in the early 20th century, alcohol consumption was heavily criminalized in
many societies, but over time, social attitudes shifted, leading to the legalization of alcohol
in many regions. This shift illustrates how deviance is not fixed but is fluid and context-
dependent.

Social Functions of Labeling Deviance

Another critical aspect is the process of social labeling, which often depends on societal
reactions rather than the act itself. For instance:

- Labeling as Deviant: Society’s response can reinforce the deviant identity, which
influences future behavior.

- Role of Power: Authorities and institutions define what is deviant, a process reflecting
societal power dynamics.

This process underscores the relativity of deviance, as those in power shape norms and
thus influence what behaviors are labeled deviant.

Contrasting Structural Functionalism with Other Perspectives

Symbolic Interactionism



While Structural Functionalism emphasizes societal stability and functions, Symbolic
Interactionism focuses on individual interactions and the meanings attached to behaviors.

- It argues that deviance is a result of social interactions and the meanings individuals
assign.

- Deviance is fluid, constructed through social processes, and can vary widely based on
interpretations.

- For example, a person’s label as a “criminal” depends on social interactions and
perceptions.

Key difference: Structural functionalism sees deviance as serving social functions,
emphasizing societal stability, whereas symbolic interactionism emphasizes the fluid,
constructed nature of deviance at the individual level.

Conflict Theory
Conflict theorists view deviance as a product of social inequality and power struggles.

- They argue that norms reflect the interests of the powerful.
- Deviance is a tool used by dominant groups to maintain control.
- Definitions of deviance are therefore biased and serve specific social interests.

While conflict theory also recognizes the relativity of deviance, its focus is more on power
and inequality rather than societal functions.

Why Structural Functionalism Is Most Aligned

Given this overview, Structural Functionalism aligns most closely with the idea that the
relativity of deviance is rooted in societal norms, functions, and the social order. Its core
assumptions include:

- Deviance serves functions in society, reinforcing norms and fostering social cohesion.

- Norms are socially constructed, vary across cultures and change over time.

- The process of defining deviance is influenced by societal consensus, which is inherently
relative.

The emphasis on societal stability and the functional role of deviance makes structural

functionalism uniquely suited to explaining the fluid and context-dependent nature of
deviance.

Limitations and Criticisms
While informative, the perspective is not without criticisms:
- Overemphasis on stability: It may overlook conflicts, power dynamics, and social

inequalities.
- Justification of the status quo: It can be used to justify existing norms and social



arrangements.
- Limited focus on individual agency: It tends to see individuals as conforming to societal
norms rather than challenging them.

Despite these limitations, its insights into the relativity of deviance remain significant.

Conclusion

In the sociological examination of deviance, the perspective that most aligns with its
relativity is Structural Functionalism. By viewing society as an interconnected system
where norms serve vital functions, it explains how deviance is fluid, variable, and context-
dependent. Deviance helps societies define boundaries, reinforce cohesion, and adapt to
change, emphasizing that what is considered deviant is inherently linked to societal
norms, which are themselves constructs influenced by culture, time, and social power.
Recognizing this relativity allows sociologists to appreciate the complex, dynamic nature
of social life and the importance of norms in maintaining societal stability.

Understanding deviance through this lens not only enriches sociological theory but also
provides practical insights into social change and the role of social institutions in shaping
collective perceptions. As societies continue to evolve, so too will their definitions of
deviance — a testament to the enduring relevance of the functionalist perspective in
sociology.
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