Primary and Secondary Deviation*
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Sociopathic Individuation

The deviant person is a product of differentiating
and isolating processes. Some persons are indi-
vidually differentiated from others from the time
of birth onward, as in the case of a child born
with a congenital physical defect or repulsive ap-
pearance, and as in the case of a child born into
a minority racial or cultural group. Other persons
grow to maturity in a family or in a social class
where pauperism, begging, or crime are more or
less institutionalized ways of life for the entire
group. In these latter instances the person’s so-
ciopsychological growth may be normal in every
way, his status as a deviant being entirely caused
by his maturation within the framework of social
organization and culture designated as “patholog-
ical” by the larger society. This is true of many
delinquent children in our society.'

It is a matter of great significance that the
delinquent child, growing up in the delinquency
areas of the city, has very little access to the
cultural heritages of the larger conventional soci-
ety. His infrequent contacts with this larger soci-
ety are for the most part formal and external.
Quite naturally his conception of moral values is
shaped and molded by the moral code prevailing
in his play groups and the local community in
which he lives . . . the young delinquent has very
little appreciation of the meaning of the traditions
and formal laws of society. . . . Hence the conflict
between the delinquent and the agencies of soci-
ety is, in its broader aspects, a conflict of diver-
gent cultures.

The same sort of gradual, unconscious process
which operates in the socialization of the deviant
child may also be recognized in the acquisition of
socially unacceptable behavior by persons after
having reached adulthood. However, with more

*From Social Pathology: A Systematic Approach to the
Theory of Sociopathic Behavior by Edwin M. Lemert, pp-
75-78. Copyright 1951. Reprinted by permission of the
author and McGraw-Hill, Inc.
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verbal and sophisticated adults, step-by-step vio-
lations of societal norms tend to be progressively
rationalized in the light of what is socially ac-
ceptable. Changes of this nature can take place at
the level of either overt or covert behavior, but
with a greater likelihood that adults will preface
overt behavior changes with projective symbolic
departures from society’s norms. When the lat-
ter occur, the subsequent overt changes may
appear to be “sudden” personality modifications.
However, whether these changes are completely
radical ones is to some extent a moot point. One
writer holds strongly to the opinion that sudden
and dramatic shifts in behavior from normal to
abnormal are seldom the case, that a sequence of
small preparatory transformations must be the
prelude to such apparently sudden behavior
changes. This writer is impressed by the day-by-
day growth of “reserve potentialities” within per-
sonalities of all individuals, and he contends that
many normal persons carry potentialities for ab-
normal behavior, which, given proper conditions,
can easily be called into play.

Personality Changes
Not Always Gradual

This argument is admittedly sound for most
cases, but it must be taken into consideration that
traumatic experiences often speed up changes in
personality.® Nor can the “trauma” in these expe-
riences universally be attributed to the unique
way in which the person conceives of the experi-
ence subjectively. Cases exist to show that per-
sonality modifications can be telescoped or that
there can be an acceleration of such changes
caused largely by the intensity and variety of the
social stimulation. Most soldiers undoubtedly
have entirely different conceptions of their roles
after intensive combat experience. Many admit to
having “lived a lifetime” in a relatively short
period of time after they have been under heavy
fire in battle for the first time. Many generals
have remarked that their men have to be a little




“shooted” or “blooded” in order to become good
soldiers. In the process of group formation, crises
and interactional amplification are vital requisites
to forging true, role-oriented group behavior out
of individuated behavior.*

The importance of the person’s conscious
symbolic reactions to his or her own behavior
cannot be overstressed in explaining the shift
from normal to abnormal behavior or from one
type of pathological behavior to another, particu-
larly where behavior variations become system-
atized or structured into pathological roles. This
is not to say that conscious choice is a determin-
ing factor in the differentiating process. Nor does
it mean that the awareness of the self is a purely
conscious perception. Much of the process of
self-perception is doubtless marginal from the
point of view of consciousness.” But however it
may be perceived, the individual’s self-definition
is closely connected with such things as self-
acceptance, the subordination of minor to major
roles, and with the motivation involved in learn-
ing the skills, techniques, and values of a new
role. Self-definitions or self-realizations are likely
1o be the result of sudden perceptions and they
are especially significant when they are followed
immediately by overt demonstrations of the new
role they symbolize. The self-defining junctures
are critical points of personality genesis and in
the special case of the atypical person they
mark a division between two different types of
deviation.

Primary and Secondary Deviation

There has been an embarrassingly large num-
ber of theories, often without any relationship to
a general theory, advanced to account for various
specific pathologies in human behavior. For cer-
tain types of pathology, such as alcoholism,
crime, or stuttering, there are almost as many the-
ories as there are writers on these subjects. This
has been occasioned in no small way by the pre-
occupation with the origins of pathological be-
havior and by the fallacy of confusing original
causes with effective causes. All such theories
have elements of truth, and the divergent view-
points they contain can be reconciled with the
general theory here if it is granted that original

causes or antecedents of deviant behaviors are
many and diversified. This holds especially for
the psychological processes leading to similar
pathological behavior, but it also holds for the sit-
uational concomitants of the initial aberrant con-
duct. A person may come to use excessive alco-
hol not only for a wide variety of subjective
reasons but also because of diversified situational
influences, such as the death of a loved one, busi-
ness failure, or participating in some sort of orga-
nized group activity calling for heavy drinking of
liquor. Whatever the original reasons for violat-
ing the norms of the community, they are impor-
tant only for certain research purposes, such as
assessing the extent of the “social problem” at a
given time or determining the requirements for a
rational program of social control. From a nar-
rower sociological viewpoint the deviations are
not significant until they are organized subjec-
tively and transformed into active roles and
become the social criteria for assigning status.
The deviant individuals must react symbolically
to their own behavior aberrations and fix them
in their socio-psychological patterns. The devia-
tions remain primary deviations or symptomatic
and situational as long as they are rationalized or
otherwise dealt with as functions of a socially ac-
ceptable role. Under such conditions normal and
pathological behaviors remain strange and some-
what tensional bedfellows in the same person.
Undeniably a vast amount of such segmental and
partially integrated pathological behavior exists
in our society and has impressed many writers in
the field of social pathology.

Just how far and for how long a person may go
in dissociating his sociopathic tendencies so that
they are merely troublesome adjuncts of normally
conceived roles is not known. Perhaps it depends
upon the number of alternative definitions of the
same overt behavior that he can develop; perhaps
certain physiological factors (limits) are also in-
volved. However, if the deviant acts are repetitive
and have a high visibility, and if there is a severe
societal reaction, which, through a process of
identification is incorporated as part of the “me” of
the individual, the probability is greatly increased
that the integration of existing roles will be dis-
rupted and that reorganization based upon a new
role or roles will occur. (The “me” in this context
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is simply the subjective aspect of the societal
reaction.) Reorganization may be the adoption of
another normal role in which the tendencies previ-
ously defined as “pathological” are given a more
acceptable social expression. The other general
possibility is the assumption of a deviant role, if
such exists; or, more rarely, the person may orga-
nize an aberrant sect or group in which he creates
a special role of his own. When a person begins to
employ his deviant behavior or a role based upon
it as a means of defense, attack, or adjustment to
the overt and covert problems created by the con-
sequent societal reaction to him, his deviation is
secondary. Objective evidences of this change will
be found in the symbolic appurtenances of the new
role, in clothes, speech, posture, and mannerisms,
which in some cases heighten social visibility, and
which in some cases serve as symbolic cues to
professionalization.

Role Conceptions of the Individual
Must Be Reinforced by
Reactions of Others

It is seldom that one deviant act will provoke a
sufficiently strong societal reaction to bring about
secondary deviation, unless in the process of in-
trojection the individual imputes or projects
meanings into the social situation which are not
present. In this case anticipatory fears are in-
volved. For example, in a culture where a child is
taught sharp distinctions between “good” women
and “bad” women, a single act of questionable
morality might conceivably have a profound
meaning for the girl so indulging. However, in
the absence of reactions by the person’s family,
neighbors, or the larger community, reinforcing
the tentative “bad-girl” self-definition, it is ques-
tionable whether a transition to secondary devia-
tion would take place. It is also doubtful whether
a temporary exposure to a severe punitive reac-
tion by the community will lead a person to
identify himself with a pathological role, unless,
as we have said, the experience is highly trau-
matic. Most frequently there is a progressive reci-
procal relationship between the deviation of the
individual and the societal reaction, with a com-
pounding of the societal reaction out of the
minute accretions in the deviant behavior, until a
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point is reached where in-grouping and out-
grouping between society and the deviant is man-
ifest.® At this point a stigmatizing of the deviant
occurs in the form of name calling, labeling, or
stereotyping.

The sequence of interaction leading to sec-
ondary deviation is roughly as follows: (1) pri-
mary deviation; (2) social penalties; (3) further
primary deviation; (4) stronger penalties and re-
jections; (5) further deviation, perhaps with hos-
tilities and resentment beginning to focus upon
those doing the penalizing; (6) crisis reached in
the tolerance quotient, expressed in formal action
by the community stigmatizing of the deviant; (7)
strengthening of the deviant conduct as a reaction
to the stigmatizing and penalties; (8) ultimate ac-
ceptance of deviant social status and efforts at
adjustment on the basis of the associated role.

As an illustration of this sequence the behav-
ior of an errant schoolboy can be cited. For one
reason or another, let us say excessive energy,
the schoolboy engages in a classroom prank. He
is penalized for it by the teacher. Later, due to
clumsiness, he creates another disturbance and
again he is reprimanded. Then, as something hap-
pens, the boy is blamed for something he did not
do. When the teacher uses the tag “bad boy” or
“mischief maker” or other invidious terms, hos-
tility and resentment are excited in the boy, and
he may feel that he is blocked in playing the role
expected of him. Thereafter, there may be a
strong temptation to assume his role in the class
as defined by the teacher, particularly when he
discovers that there are rewards as well as penal-
ties deriving from such a role. There is, of course,
no implication here that such boys go on to be-
come delinquents or criminals, for the mischief-
maker role may later become integrated with or
retrospectively rationalized as part of a role more
acceptable to school authorities.” If such a boy
continues this unacceptable role and becomes
delinquent, the process must be accounted for in
the light of the general theory of this volume.
There must be a spreading corroboration of a so-
ciopathic self-conception and societal reinforce-
ment at each step in the process.

The most significant personality changes are
manifest when societal definitions and their subjec-
tive counterpart become generalized. When this




happens, the range of major role choices becomes
narrowed to one general class.® This was very obvi-
ous in the case of a young girl who was the daugh-
ter of a paroled convict and who was attending a
small Middle Western college. She continually ar-
gued with herself and with the author, in whom
she had confided, that in reality she belonged on
the “other side of the railroad tracks” and that her
life could be enormously simplified by acquiescing
in this verdict and living accordingly. While in her
case there was a tendency to dramatize her con-
flicts, nevertheless there was enough societal rein-
forcement of her self-conception by the treatment
she received in her relationship with her father and
on dates with college boys to lend it a painful real-
ity. Once these boys took her home to the shoddy
dwelling in a slum area where she lived with her
father, who was often in a drunken condition, they
abruptly stopped seeing her again or else became
sexually presumptive.
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Stigma and Social Identity*

ERVING GOFFMAN

The Greeks, who were apparently strong on visual
aids, originated the term stigma to refer to bodily
signs designed to expose something unusual and
bad about the moral status of the signifier. The
signs were cut or burnt into the body and adver-
tised that the bearer was a slave, a criminal, or a
traitor—a blemished person, ritually polluted, to
be avoided, especially in public places. Later, in
Christian times, two layers of metaphor were
added to the term: the first referred to bodily signs
of holy grace that took the form of eruptive blos-
soms on the skin; the second, a medical allusion to

*Reprinted with the permission of Simon & Schuster
Adult Publishing Group, from Stigma: Notes on the Manage-
ment of Spoiled Identity by Erving Goffman. Copyright ©
1963 by Simon & Schuster, Inc. Copyright renewed © 1991
by Simon & Schuster, Inc.

this religious allusion, referred to bodily signs of
physical disorder. Today the term is widely used in
something like the original literal sense, but is ap-
plied more to the disgrace itself than to the bodily
evidence of it. Furthermore, shifts have occurred
in the kinds of disgrace that arouse concern. Stu-
dents, however, have made little effort to describe
the structural preconditions of stigma, or even to
provide a definition of the concept itself. It seems
necessary, therefore, to try at the beginning to
sketch in some very general assumptions and
definitions.

Preliminary Conceptions

Society establishes the means of categorizing
persons and the complement of attributes felt to
be ordinary and natural for members of each of
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