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Questions on Crime and Deviance 

1. Explain the difference between deviant acts and illegal acts.  

Deviant acts include acts that do not involve breaking the law;for example wearing shoes in a 

place of worship whereas illegal acts involve acts that breaks the law and is ultimately punished 

by the penal system. 

2. Are deviant acts always defined the same in every society? 

Deviant acts vary from time to time and place to place. They go against the dominant value of 

the society. However, deviants acts can be deviant only in terms of the norms and standards of a 

particular society in a particular time in its history. For instance, Mardi Gras in America is a type 

of sanctioned deviance. Mardi Gras is an American take on carnival serving series of deviant 

behaviours ranging from sexual promiscuity to public begging and excessive alcohol 

consumption. Another example is the consumption of alcohol which is prohibited in Islamic 

countries but seen as normal in other non-islamic countries such as Britain, France and USA. 

3. Do females commit the same amount of crime as males? Explain your answer. 

Men are much more prone to commit crimes than women although statistics reveal that female 

crime has been increasing faster than male crime since the late 20th century. Additionally, men 

and women commit different types of crime that is, men are more likely to commit violent 

crimes such as murder. As with all such differences, sociologists also ask whether they are real 

or whether statistics are misleading due to the way they are produced. It is found that women 

have more self control than men. Girls are given less opportunities to get involved in criminal 

acts and researchers have found that women are given most of the house responsibilities thus, 

keeping them busy. It is also seen that men are more aggressive by nature and they tend to be 

encouraged by peers and the media to commit violent acts/crimes. 

4. What does “labeling” mean? 

The labeling theory of crime is associated with Interactionism. The main ideas are that crime is 

socially constructed, agents of social control label the powerless or minority groups as deviant 

and criminal based on stereotypical assumptions. This in turn creates effects such as self-

fulfilling prophecy, the criminal career and deviancy amplification. Interactionists argue that 

people do not become criminals because of their social background, but rather argue that crime 

emerges because of labeling by authorities.  



 

5. What are moral panics? 

Moral panics are widespread fear, most often irrational ones that someone or something is a 

threat to the values, norms, safety and interests of a community or society at large. Typically, a 

moral panic is exacerbated by the news media, fueled by politicians and often results in the 

passage of new laws that target the source of the panic. Hence, moral panic can foster increased 

social control for example, the police forces may be under pressure to clear up a particular crime 

or act on something. 

 

6. Why do official statistics of crime need to be treated cautiously? 

Official statistics of crime need to be studied carefully since they have many pitfalls. Firstly, 

there are many reasons why the public may not report all crimes to the police: they may not 

realise they have been a victim, they may be embarrassed or they may implicate themselves in a 

criminal act, and so forth. Secondly, there are also many reasons why the police may not take 

action against all offences which are known to them.  Sociological studies of the police, such as 

that conducted by Simon Holdaway in the 1980s, demonstrate that the police simply cannot take 

action against all offences identified by them, and therefore have to prioritize their activities.  

Holdaway shows how the police develop an occupational culture which emphasises the notion of 

police discretion, and how officers are socialised into a particular set of norms and values.  The 

concept of police discretion implies that police officers have the power to turn a ‘blind eye’ to 

offences when they feel that an offence is too minor to bother taking further action, or perhaps 

when they feel that the probable outcome will not warrant the effort that will be required on their 

part.  The notion of police discretion, Holdaway argues, is something which officers learn 

through the occupational culture.  According to Holdaway, the occupational culture of policing, 

puts great value on action and aggression.  This can lead police officers to focus their activities 

on particular types of offences, e.g. violent crime at the expense of traffic offences, armed 

robbery rather than shoplifting.  

All these issues encountered in producing official statistics for crime have demonstrated to 

ultimately lack validity and reliability.  Other methods, such as victim and self-report studies, 

whilst they may seem to boost validity, provide no guarantees of validity or reliability.  

However, comparing the results of data from different sources – official statistics, victim studies, 

and self-report studies, can provide important insights into both the nature and the extent of 

crime, and does challenge preconceived ideas. In the area of crime, the study of official statistics 

has also led sociologists to reconsider theories of crime, for if there is selective law enforcement, 

crime is not to be seen as restricted to particular social groups, such as young, working class 

males.  


