
primary deviance definition sociology
Primary deviance refers to the initial act of rule-breaking that may not have significant
consequences for the individual’s self-identity or social status. In the field of sociology, this
concept is pivotal for understanding how individuals engage in deviant behavior and how
society responds to such actions. The term was first introduced by Edwin Lemert in the
1950s as part of his theory on the social construction of deviance. This article delves into
the nuances of primary deviance, its implications, and its relation to broader sociological
theories.

Understanding Primary Deviance

Definition and Context

Primary deviance is characterized by actions that violate social norms but do not lead to a
long-term label of deviance. This form of deviance is often temporary and may occur in
various contexts, such as adolescence, where individuals seek to explore their identities
and boundaries. The key aspect of primary deviance is that it does not fundamentally alter
the individual’s self-concept or societal perception.

For example, a teenager might skip school once to attend a concert. This act of truancy is
an instance of primary deviance. However, if the behavior escalates and becomes habitual,
it could lead to secondary deviance, where the individual adopts a deviant identity, such as
being labeled a "troublemaker."

Characteristics of Primary Deviance

1. Initial Acts of Rule-Breaking: Primary deviance involves the first instance of violating
social norms without an immediate or significant consequence.

2. Lack of Labeling: Individuals engaging in primary deviance often do not receive a label
that alters their self-identity or social status.

3. Temporary Nature: The deviant behavior can be transient and may not lead to repeated
offenses or a deviant lifestyle.

4. Social Context: The response from peers and society plays a critical role in determining
whether the behavior remains primary deviance or escalates into something more
significant.



Examples of Primary Deviance

Understanding primary deviance can be facilitated by examining real-life examples across
various contexts:

- Adolescent Behavior: Teenagers may engage in activities such as underage drinking or
stealing minor items. These acts are often viewed as rites of passage rather than
indicators of a deviant lifestyle.

- Workplace Deviance: An employee may arrive late to work occasionally or take longer
breaks. If not addressed or labeled by supervisors, these actions remain primary deviance.

- Cultural Practices: In some cultures, practices that may be deemed deviant in one
context (e.g., body modifications) can be seen as normal or accepted in another,
illustrating the relativity of deviance.

- Social Experimentation: Young adults may experiment with different lifestyles, such as
temporarily living outside societal norms (e.g., traveling abroad and engaging in
unconventional living arrangements), which may not carry a lasting deviant identity.

Theoretical Frameworks Surrounding Primary
Deviance

Lemert’s Theory of Deviance

Edwin Lemert’s theory is foundational in understanding primary deviance. He
distinguishes between two types of deviance: primary and secondary.

- Primary Deviance: Refers to the initial rule-breaking behavior that is not perceived as a
significant threat to societal norms.

- Secondary Deviance: Occurs when a person adopts a deviant identity due to societal
reaction, leading to repeated acts of rule-breaking.

Lemert posits that the labeling process is crucial in transforming primary deviance into
secondary deviance. If society labels an individual as deviant, they may internalize this
label, which can lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Labeling Theory

Labeling theory expands on Lemert’s ideas by emphasizing the power of societal labels in
shaping an individual’s identity. According to this theory:



- Social Reaction: The reaction of society to deviant behavior plays a significant role in
determining whether an individual continues to engage in deviance.

- Impact of Labels: Once labeled as deviant, individuals may face stigma and
discrimination, making it more likely for them to engage in further deviant behavior.

- Identity Shift: Through the process of labeling, individuals may begin to see themselves
as deviant, leading to a shift in self-identity and potentially escalating to secondary
deviance.

Factors Influencing Primary Deviance

Several factors can influence the occurrence of primary deviance:

1. Age and Development: Younger individuals, particularly adolescents, are more likely to
engage in primary deviance as they experiment with their identities.

2. Peer Influence: The behavior of peers can significantly impact an individual’s likelihood
of engaging in primary deviance. Acceptance within a group may encourage rule-breaking
behavior.

3. Societal Norms: Cultural and societal norms dictate what is considered deviant. What
one society may view as deviant, another may see as acceptable.

4. Opportunity: Access to situations that allow for rule-breaking behavior can lead to
primary deviance. For example, being in an unsupervised environment may increase the
likelihood of engaging in deviant acts.

Consequences of Primary Deviance

The consequences of primary deviance can vary widely, depending on the context and
societal response:

- No Consequence: In many cases, primary deviance may go unnoticed and have no lasting
impact on the individual.

- Minor Punishments: Some individuals may face minor consequences, such as warnings or
reprimands, which may deter future deviant behavior.

- Social Rejection: In some instances, primary deviance could lead to social ostracism or
disapproval from peers, influencing future behavior.

- Escalation: If the behavior is repeated or if the individual is labeled, it can lead to
secondary deviance, where the individual adopts a deviant identity and engages in more
serious forms of rule-breaking.



Conclusion

In conclusion, primary deviance is an essential concept in sociology that sheds light on the
complexities of human behavior and societal reactions. By understanding the nature of
primary deviance, we can better comprehend how individuals navigate social norms and
the potential consequences of their actions. This understanding highlights the importance
of context, labeling, and social interaction in shaping individual identities and behaviors.
As we explore the phenomena of deviance further, it becomes clear that society plays a
crucial role in defining and responding to what is considered deviant behavior.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is primary deviance in sociology?
Primary deviance refers to the initial act of rule-breaking or deviant behavior that does not
result in the individual being labeled as a deviant. It is often seen as a temporary or minor
deviation from social norms.

How does primary deviance differ from secondary
deviance?
Primary deviance is the first instance of deviant behavior, while secondary deviance
occurs when an individual internalizes the deviant label and continues to engage in
deviant behavior as a result of that label.

Who introduced the concept of primary deviance?
The concept of primary deviance was introduced by sociologist Edwin Lemert in his work
on deviance and labeling theory.

What are some examples of primary deviance?
Examples of primary deviance include minor acts like skipping school, underage drinking,
or experimenting with drugs, which may not lead to a lasting deviant identity.

What role does societal reaction play in primary
deviance?
Societal reaction is crucial in determining whether primary deviance escalates to
secondary deviance; a lack of reaction may allow individuals to continue their lives without
being labeled as deviant.

Can primary deviance be viewed positively in some



contexts?
Yes, primary deviance can be viewed positively in contexts such as social movements or
artistic expressions where breaking norms is seen as a form of creativity or protest.
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