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SOCIOLOGY OF HEALTH 
Chosen Topic: "Illness can be understood as a form of 

deviance.  
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Introduction 

Deviance in the context of sociology can described as the behavior of a person that 

violates the informal rules and regulations of the social norms as well as the formal rules 

that are enacted. According to the researcher Talcott Parsons, deviance is the term 

related with standards of legality and illegality. Persons conducted many researches on 

deviance and in many cases researchers found similarities between his “sick role” 

concept and deviance itself. However, according to Parsons it is sick role is not the only 

part of deviance (Parsons, 1975). According to the researcher Anderson (2017), deviance 

has a close relationship with culture. The norms in the society are related with culture and 

that is why culture is closely related with deviant behaviors.  

In this assignment, the theories of deviance as well as sick role will be briefly described 

along with the types of deviance for better understanding of the deviance concept.  

 

Sociological Theories Related with Deviance: 

In Sociology deviance is a particular factor that exist in all the societies that has norms. 

Sociological theories related with deviance is based on the background of the society and 

pressures that the society gives to a person. There are four major concepts related with 

deviance: 

Social Strain Typology:  

This is the first social logical concept based on deviance that was developed by American 

sociologist Robert K. Merton. According to the concept of Merton, there should be a 

typology to understand the deviant behaviour of a person. He proposed a classification 

of deviance based on two conditions (Young, 2004). They are  

1. Individual's motivation or attachment towards cultural goals 

2. Individual's understanding about achieving the goals.  
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According to the concept of Merton and based on his proposed criteria there are five types 

of deviance and they are conformity, innovation, ritualism, retreatism and rebellion. 

Many researchers found that Merton’s typology of deviance is remarkable as it provides 

an understanding of how people can go towards being deviant only to search the social 

norms, values and objectives (Curra, 2013). For example, people who sell drugs do not 

accept the societal and cultural norms to make money but they enthusiastically accepted 

the cultural value of earning money by any means. That is the core concept of Martin 

social strain typology and that is a person can accept one societal norm but can break 

another norm to adhere successfully the first one.  

 

Structural functionalism: 

It is the second most important sociological concept of deviance. According to the theory 

of structural functionalism people with deviant behavior can play important role to 

construct the norms of the society. According to the concept as stated by Holstein (2009) 

deviance can be the sociological factor that can differentiate the behaviour between 

acceptable and unacceptable. It differentiate between boundaries and determine lines or 

barriers.  It is an important function of deviance to help to understand the values of culture 

and societal norms for the people living in the society. Lastly, deviance is a factor that 

look onto the changes of the society while time goes (Marshall & Meier, 2015) 

.  

 

Conflict theory 

It is the third theory that is considered as important as the other two theories discussed 

above. According to the conflict theory, deviance is the result of inequalities among 

societal, political and material factors. To response about these inequalities, a certain 

group of people behaves in a deviant way to change their conditions. The conflict theory 

also says that people who face such inequalities in the society try to act deviantly to 
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change the societal structure that endangered their condition or in some cases burst out 

to act deviantly when they are not able to bear the inequalities. As Goode, (2004) said 

conflict theory states that basic reason behind crimes are social norms and economic 

forces that functional in the society.  

Prison can be a good example of conflict theory where the guards continuously put 

pressure on the prisoners about obliging the rules and the prisoners begrudge these rules 

as they develop pressure on them. Eventually conflict may break out under the form of 

disrespect or making riots in the prison. 

 

Labeling Theory:  

The labeling theory is based on symbolic values in the society. People living in the society 

one another labels, symbols, actions, designations etc. According to the labelling theory, 

people considered a behaviour deviant when the society consider it as a deviant 

behaviour. Compatible members of the society who are able to understand behaviour put 

a certain label as deviant to a particular type of behaviour and then attach this label to 

persons who show such behaviour. These compatible members of the society with their 

own understanding try to differentiate between the deviance and non-deviance regardless 

of any other conditions (Shilling, 2002). In the labeling theory, questions are raised about 

who are applying labels, to whom, why and what are the consequences of those labeling. 

Heckert (2004) said in his research that powerful individuals like the politicians, police, 

doctors, judges etc. determine and impose such labels and people who were labeled 

include criminals, drug addicted people, crooks, sex workers, psychiatric people etc.  

Consequences of such labeling in the society is wide and extensive. People who got 

negative labeling can lose their self-confidence, reject positive opportunities and in worst 

cases conduct in a more deviant manner (Curra, 2013). On the other hand, people who 

are living around do not accept these labeled people enthusiastically without proper 

judgement. They find it difficult to change their opinions about the labeled people and try 

to maintain distance from them.  
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Sick Role 

The sick role theory is mainly related with medical sociology. Talcott Parsons developed 

it. He developed the suck role alongside the psychoanalysis. According to the sick role 

theory when a person become ill, some privileges and obligations come with the illness. 

The sick role theory also defines different aspects related with the illness situation. 

According to Parsons, (1975) a person when he becomes sick he is not as productive as 

he was before and it is his right to get medical assistance from professionals. However, 

Parsons, (1975) also said that, based on sociological perspective to understand illness 

we need consider it as form of deviance that can cause disturbance to the society and its 

functions. To be more precise, when a person becomes sick, he is not only physically or 

mentally sick but he also become the part of a specific pattern of sociological illness. As 

mentioned before Parsons stated that there are rights and obligations of a sick person. 

The sick person can afford two rights and they are -  

1. Sick person should not be forced to do his normal tasks of his social roles such as 

working. If the person get serious sickness then he should be excused for a longer 

period.  

2. Proper sickness means that a person cannot get well with only his will or 

motivation. He should consult with a medical professional to get well. That is why 

are sick person cannot be blamed about his sickness. Therefore, the sick person 

should get proper medical assistance until he get back to his normal life.  

Parsons, (1975) also stated two obligations for a sick person related with the sick role 

and they are- 

1. For the Welfare of the society and the person himself, the sick person is obliged to 

get well as fast as possible.  
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2. After trying some basic medication, the sick person needs to consult a medical 

professional and follow the guidelines provided by the medical professional to get 

well.  

Parsons, referred illness as normative deviance (Parsons, 1975). He said that when a 

person get seat he lose control of his rational mind and seek help from others.  

Types of Deviance 

Different researchers like Young, (2004) have concluded that there are two types of 

deviance; the first one is crime that violets the society passed laws and it is defined as 

formal deviance. For example, robbery, raping, killing people, poaching animals etc. 

considered as formal deviance. The second one is deviant behaviours that violates the 

informal laws of the society. It means norms that everyone follows but those are not 

enacted by the society. The violation of these types of norms are referred as informal 

deviance. For example, making graffiti is on the streets and walls, picking one's nose, 

eavesdropping etc.  

 

Conclusion  

Deviance is a behaviour that violate the societal norms. It can take many forms as the 

behaviour of people vary from one another. Besides culture and Society plays a vital role 

defining deviant behavior and that is why certain behaviour of a person can be considered 

as deviant in a society while not so in another society. Throughout the essay in four types 

of theory related with deviance is briefly described for better understanding of deviance 

based on different researches.  
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